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Abstract
The organizational environment that emerged in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic was
essentially a new phenomenon. The extent to which public charities were transformed for the
long term, and the nature of enduring changes that they adopted, were not immediately clear.
This study employed mixed methods—specifically, an explanatory sequential design—to assess
and describe service delivery changes that occurred among nonprofits with offices in Virginia’s
piedmont region. An online survey was administered to 175 nonprofit leaders (mostly chief
executives and service/program officers). Specific kinds of change were grouped into 8
dependent variables, with some being defined a priori and others being extracted from the data.
A variety of statistical procedures were run, finding significant differences or predictive
relationships (p ≤ .05) for several independent variables, including organizational attributes (age,
annual expenditures, National Taxonomy of Exempt Entities classification, and presence of a
faith-based mission/identity), one respondent attribute (role in organization), and congruence
with one theory (strategic management). Differences and effects were generally small. No
difference or relationship was found for respondent sex or congruence with two other theories
(resource dependence and neo-institutionalism). After performing substantial quantitative
analysis, the researcher conducted guided interviews with 7 leaders who had responded to the
survey. All panelists qualified as key informants; collectively, they were selected to represent the
diversity of the region’s nonprofits. Qualitative data were analyzed through a recursive process
that included writing analytical memos, creating verbatim transcripts, and performing multiple
stages of coding. Interview findings, which were written up in the voice of the panelists,
illustrated shifts in demand for nonprofit services, the emergence of virtual delivery in parallel or
combination with in-person services, and the launch of new services, among other patterns of
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persistent change. Interviewee statements exhibited congruence with strategic management,
resource dependence theory, and neo-institutional theory. Findings from the two data sets were
integrated, showing areas of corroboration and conflict. Finally, the researcher formulated
implications for nonprofit management, policy-making, and research.
Keywords: COVID-19 pandemic, nonprofit organizations, service delivery,
organizational change, organizational theories, Virginia piedmont, explanatory sequential design
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Introduction
The worldwide spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, which causes COVID-19, led the
World Health Organization to declare a global pandemic on March 11, 2020 (Cucinotta &
Vanelli, 2020). The ease with which the virus spread, combined with the high variation in the
symptoms that it caused and the lethality that it posed, especially in patients with comorbidities,
led governments worldwide to implement a range of containment methods. In many locations,
such restrictions included tight constraints on common social functions, including work deemed
to be non-essential, education, and public assembly.
Not surprisingly, the enactment of these restrictions, in tandem with fear of illness and
death, led promptly to severe economic effects, including spikes in unemployment, dramatic
reductions in stock prices, and shifts (both upward and downward) in demand for products and
services. Organizations in public, private, and not-for-profit sectors were forced to adapt quickly
to new realities. Both services to customers and back-office operations were redesigned to limit
interpersonal contact. Many employers arranged for their employees to work from home.
Organizations launched austerity measures of various sorts. Activities that had previously taken
place face to face—including workplace meetings, academic instruction, public worship, and
professional gatherings—quickly migrated to online venues.
Statement of the Problem
The sudden disruption of so many areas of life led many members of society to express
their hopes for a rapid return to pre-pandemic norms. However, given the pandemic’s severity,
duration, and development, it seems inevitable that the year 2020 will constitute a significant
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inflection point. Organizations did not simply make temporary adjustments to quickly passing
conditions. The pandemic not only exposed organizations’ vulnerabilities; it also revealed
opportunities for innovation. The extent to which organizations would be transformed in the long
term, and the nature of enduring changes that they would adopt, were not immediately clear. This
study brings greater clarity to the situation, focusing particularly on the nonprofit sector.
Background of the Problem
Nonprofit organizations have experienced external crises before, whether on a localized,
regional, or global scale. Nonprofit sector researchers have previously studied the impact of a
variety of disruptive conditions, including the emergence of new competitive and policy
landscapes (e.g., Froelich, 2012; Frumkin & Andre-Clark, 2000), the occurrence of natural and
manmade disasters (e.g., Gajewski et al., 2011; U.S. General Accounting Office, 2002), and
broad-based recessions (e.g., Horvath et al., 2018; Salamon et al., 2009). Although all of these
disruptions have surely borne some similarity to the COVID-19 pandemic, the exact conditions
that presented in 2020 are unique. Therefore, the organizational environment that emerged in the
wake of the COVID-19 pandemic is essentially a new phenomenon.
Early on, there was understandably little inquiry into the impact of the pandemic on
nonprofit operations and strategy, and where data were collected, the aim of producing results
quickly generally undermined rigor (e.g., Grajek, 2020; Lederman, 2020; Maher et al., 2020;
Navia-Núñez & Stefanu-Lidorikiotu, 2020; Rhone, 2020). Nevertheless, early findings suggested
the potential for significant change. For example, educational technology workers responding to
an April 2020 survey identified positive developments that had emerged from the pandemic,
including the validation of remote work and the acceleration of digital transformation (Grajek,
2020). Survey data released by the Georgia Center for Nonprofits in June 2020 showed that more
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than three-fourths of responding organizations were “delivering some form of their services—
everything from academic programs to doctor visits—online” (Rhone, 2020, B1). Furthermore,
in another survey administered that month, 47% of chief business officers in higher education
institutions affirmed the following statement: “My institution should use this period to make
difficult but transformative changes in its core structure and operations to better position itself
for long-term sustainability” (Lederman, 2020, COVID’s Financial Pain section).
Purpose of the Study
The study reported here entailed systematic inquiry into the strategic service delivery
changes that a sample of nonprofit organizations made to ensure that they enacted their missions
and remained viable in an environment that was disrupted by the pandemic. Additionally, it
investigated the extent to which nonprofit organizations framed their service delivery choices in
function of three prominent theories regarding organizations and their environments. Research
on the impact of the pandemic is likely to continue for years to come. This study aimed to
provide a foundation for further research by producing findings regarding service delivery
changes implemented in various segments of the nonprofit sector. Examining how well these
changes fit certain theoretical frames was equally important, as it may help researchers formulate
hypotheses that can be tested empirically.
Research Questions
The research consisted of two phases. The first entailed a survey of nonprofit leaders,
while the second involved interviews with a small sample of survey respondents. Research
questions for each phase are presented below their appropriate headings.
Quantitative Phase
RQ1: Was there a tendency for nonprofit service delivery to change in scope or conditions
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during the pandemic?


RQ1A: Did the tendency for service delivery changes that took place during the
pandemic differ based on organizational attributes (age, size, focus, faith-based
identity) or respondent demographics (organizational role, sex)?



RQ1B: Did the tendency for service delivery changes that took place during the
pandemic differ based on organizations’ reported stance toward three theories
(strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism)?

RQ2: Are changes in the scope or conditions of nonprofit service delivery expected to
persist?


RQ2A: Do the type and direction of service delivery changes that are expected to
persist differ based on organizational attributes (age, size, focus, faith-based
identity) or respondent demographics (organizational role, sex)?



RQ2B: Do the type and direction of service delivery changes that are expected to
persist differ based on organizations’ reported stance toward three theories
(strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism)?

Qualitative Phase
RQ3: How do nonprofit executives in different settings describe enduring service delivery
changes implemented in response to the pandemic?
RQ4: How do service delivery choices described by nonprofit executives relate to theories
of organizations and their environments?
Significance of the Study
Observers around the globe have affirmed the importance of studying the impact of
pandemic-induced changes on the operation of nonprofit organizations. Berry et al. (2020)
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provided an early assessment of changes brought on by the pandemic in the service industries.
Their editorial included insights from the for-profit, public, and nonprofit sectors. They
postulated that some changes would be mere adaptations, lasting only as long as the pandemic,
whereas others would constitute transformations, persisting as improvements in a fundamentally
new set of conditions. They concluded by calling for research on the creation, delivery, and
marketing of services in an environment that has suddenly incentivized reduced human contact
and the separation of production and consumption activities.
Recognizing that the pandemic had brought the Canadian social sector to a significant
turning point, Barr (2020) proposed an extensive research agenda for scholars to pursue. This
agenda included the following question under the heading of organizational resilience: “How
will the pandemic change organizational practices?” (p. 10). Barr’s (2020) burden to learn from
organizations’ responses to changes in their environment aligned well with the direction of this
study.
Macmillan (2020), writing from a perspective rooted in the United Kingdom, asked
specific questions that presaged this research: “to what extent, when, how and in what ways will
a ‘new normal’ for the third sector, and everything else, arise out of the current crisis, and how
should we conceptualise this? And conversely, what aspects of the third sector will remain
largely unaffected or revert broadly to pre-crisis terms?” (p. 133).
As supported by the expert opinions just cited, this study is significant in that it shed light
on the future of the nonprofit sector, which supplies critical services, provides venues for social
expression, and contributes substantially to the national economy. The research is also significant
because of its relation to organizational leadership. Writing in the early weeks of the pandemic,
Cowen (2020) explicitly connected the long-term direction of higher education institutions to the
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actions that leaders take during a crisis: “Survival and recovery are one thing, but rebuilding for
the future—and thereby making us more resilient—requires leaders to see exactly what’s going
on and discover patterns and opportunities for improvement and innovation” (para. 2).
Salamon et al. (2009) published findings from a survey regarding the Great Recession’s
impact on nonprofit organizations. Notably, 21% of respondents reported having used the crisis
as an occasion to make their organizations more resilient in the future. In a qualitative study,
Fyffe (2014) found that nonprofit organizations that demonstrated resilience during and after the
Great Recession did so on the strength of the organizations’ leadership, including both board
members and executive directors, among other factors. Gilstrap et al.’s (2016) qualitative
research led to the following characterization of an effective nonprofit crisis leader: “a team
player, strategic, transparent with stakeholders, quick to respond, self-composed, and prepared”
(p. 2795).
These empirical results are consistent with Heifetz’s (1994) insistence that one of the
roles of a positional leader is that of guiding followers through disruptive change:
Exercising leadership from a position of authority in adaptive situations means going
against the grain. Rather than fulfilling the expectation for answers, one provides
questions; rather than protecting people from outside threat, one lets people feel the threat
in order to stimulate adaptation; instead of orienting people to their current roles, one
disorients people so that new role relationships develop; rather than quelling conflict, one
generates it; instead of maintaining norms, one challenges them. (p. 126)
The COVID-19 pandemic epitomized disruptive change. Under such challenging
conditions, resilient, resourceful leaders rose to the occasion, guiding their organizations to
thrive in new ways. Exploring the connections between organizational adaptation and the
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behaviors of organizational leaders is particularly suited to the qualitative phase of this study.
Definition of Terms
The title of the dissertation is Strategic Changes in Nonprofit Service Delivery Arising
from the COVID-19 Pandemic: A Mixed-Methods Study. This section defines three key terms
that the title employs or implies: nonprofit organizations, service delivery, and strategic change.
Nonprofit Organizations
Conventionally, nonprofit organizations have been characterized generically as a third,
socially oriented sector that engages in activities that may be inappropriate for the public
(government) sector to perform and that are unattractive to the private (business) sector
(Akingbola et al., 2019; McDonald, 2007). In the United States, the organizations that make up
the nonprofit sector are extremely diverse as to their purposes and in their standing under federal
and state laws. Notably, not all nonprofit organizations are exempt from federal taxation
(Fishman, 2010; Hopkins & Gross, 2016).
The research reported here gathered data concerning public charities—that is, a particular
subset of nonprofit organizations that are identified as tax-exempt and are eligible to receive taxdeductible donations under Internal Revenue Code § 501(c)(3). Such organizations include
churches, many educational institutions and hospitals, and entities that alleviate poverty and
suffering, among others (Fishman, 2010; Hopkins & Gross, 2016). Private foundations, which
Code § 501(c)(3) also recognizes as tax-exempt nonprofits (Hopkins & Gross, 2016), are
considered outside the scope of this study, as are all nonprofits recognized under other sections
of the Code. For the sake of simplicity, notwithstanding the technical definitions presented in this
section, this report makes regular reference to nonprofit organizations (or, in briefer form, to
nonprofits) and to the nonprofit sector even though the narrower sense of public charities is
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intended. Across the United States, the universe of organizations defined to be in scope is large.
Some years before the pandemic, it consisted of some 1,187,000 entities, including more than
100,000 religious congregations that were not registered with the Internal Revenue Service
(National Center for Charitable Statistics, 2020).
Service Delivery
Frumkin’s (2002) highly cited work on nonprofit and voluntary organizations identified
service delivery as one of the sector’s four main functions:
Nonprofit organizations accomplish this service delivery role in an amazingly wide range
of fields and serve an equally broad array of clients and consumers. Needy families
seeking affordable housing, middle-class teenagers seeking summer science programs,
and wealthy patrons wanting high-quality artistic productions all turn to nonprofits for
goods and services. (p. 64)
Similarly, according to Francois (2015),
the service delivery system is … the implementation of programs, projects, and activities
as a strategy to make a difference in the life of the client or target population as much as
possible. Service delivery uses the necessary system technology together with other
inputs, particularly staff capabilities, to meet the needs of clients. (p. 275)
From an organizational design perspective, nonprofits generally belong to the service
sector. In this environment, outputs are often intangible; production and consumption occur
simultaneously; customer-employee interactions may be labor- and knowledge-intensive; quality
is difficult to measure; and organizations must select sites that are well suited to customer needs
(Daft, 2013). According to Akingbola et al. (2019),
The service delivery process of nonprofit organizations emphasizes identifying the needs
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of clients with the inputs and active engagement of the clients. Hence, nonprofit services
are not generally developed and delivered without the clients having some say in the
process. (p. 42)
Nevertheless, nonprofit services are far from uniform. They may entail low or high contact with
customers, and they may rely more on capital or on labor (Meredith & Shafer, 2013).
Writing a few years before the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, Never (2016) argued
that service location decisions would be crucial to the future of the nonprofit sector:
I argue that the important question of the future is “where.” The services that nonprofits
produce, and the labor that volunteers give, are almost entirely place-based. It is hard to
consider outsourcing mental-health counseling or child daycare from the United States to
India (the commute would be atrocious!). … For decades, nonprofits have been selected
for government support for the very reason that they are more connected to the
communities that they serve and are able to move resources to the people who need them.
(p. 93)
With the pandemic having diminished face-to-face exchanges across many areas of society, it is
fitting to ask how nonprofit service delivery may have changed for the long term.
Strategic Change
As used in this document, strategic change refers to an organization’s adaptation to its
environment, specifically encompassing adjustments that are enduring and significant. The focus
on interaction with the environment is deliberately broad. No particular theory of strategic
change is in view. In fact, as Chapter 2 explains, a nonprofit’s interactions with its
environment—resulting in change or in some degree of inertia—may be best understood in
function of several theories, including strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-
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institutionalism.
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations
This report describes the execution of an explanatory sequential mixed-methods study of
enduring service delivery changes emerging in public charities as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic. The study incorporated a quantitative phase (with data collected via a survey) and a
qualitative one (involving a series of guided interviews). Specific methodological details are
discussed in Chapter 3.
Assumptions
The study’s viability as a path to understanding the impact of the pandemic on nonprofit
service delivery is founded on four assumptions. First, participants were in a position to speak
knowledgeably about their organizations’ service delivery choices. Second, survey respondents
were able to identify the reasons for their organizations’ strategic choices and could accurately
predict which changes made as a result of the pandemic would persist beyond it. Third,
interviewees were able to remember details and were willing to share them, potentially exposing
their organizations’ weaknesses.
Limitations
The study had four principal limitations. First, because data were only collected from
organizations operating in Central and Southside Virginia, findings may not be generalizable to
other geographic locales. Second, given that participants were recruited mostly from publicly
visible email directories, it is conceivable that results may not represent nonprofits that tend not
to make such information available (e.g., health care organizations). Third, because participation
was sought only regarding organizations that remained operational some 2 years after the onset
of the pandemic, the study may have suffered from survivorship bias (Katopol, 2017). In other
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words, it did not account for the experiences of organizations that, for various reasons, failed to
remain viable due to challenges brought on by, or coinciding with, the pandemic. Finally,
although it revealed what service delivery changes nonprofits are making, it was unable to
determine whether such changes will ultimately prove beneficial to organizational performance.
Delimitations
Three intentional delimitations define the practical boundaries of the study. First, the
study focused exclusively on public charities, thus neglecting a host of socially minded
organizations, including private foundations, nonprofits that do not hold 501(c)(3) status, and
some social enterprises (Dees, 2001; Fishman, 2010). Second, to the extent that is possible, the
study sought to draw attention to changes that arose from the pandemic rather than those that
emerged around the same time due to other causes, including political and racial tensions. Third,
the research aimed to concentrate on changes in service delivery. The pandemic likely led
nonprofits to implement strategic changes in other areas, such as fundraising, capital structure,
marketing, governance, and human resource management. Although all of these topics are
worthy of investigation, they were avoided except to the extent that they intersected with service
delivery.
Conclusion
This chapter has articulated the rationale for studying service delivery changes that
nonprofit organizations adopted in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, with a secondary focus
on the theories that may explain such changes. Given the novelty of this phenomenon, the
parameters of a mixed-methods study have been sketched. Chapter 2 will survey a wide range of
literature—theoretical, empirical, and emerging—that provides a basis for designing the study.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic is a new object of scholarly inquiry. Its impact on all segments
of human society, including nonprofit services, will doubtless occupy researchers’ attention for
years to come. Past crises—pandemics, natural and manmade disasters, recessions, and the
like—have posed challenges for organizations in private, public, and nonprofit sectors. Yet it is
plausible to argue that no prior crisis provides a direct precedent for the COVID-19 pandemic,
particularly when one considers its wide geographic distribution and long duration, the policies
that have been implemented to curb its spread, and the availability of technologies that provide
alternatives to in-person contact.
The study reported here constituted systematic inquiry into the strategic service delivery
changes that a sample of nonprofit organizations made to ensure that they enacted their missions
and remained viable in an environment that had been disrupted by the pandemic. Additionally, it
investigated the extent to which nonprofit organizations framed their service delivery choices in
function of three prominent theories regarding organizations and their environments.
The research was designed as an explanatory sequential mixed-methods study bounded
by four research questions. Two questions pertain to the quantitative phase (RQ1 and RQ2) and
two to the qualitative phase (RQ3 and RQ4):
RQ1: Was there a tendency for nonprofit service delivery to change in scope or conditions
during the pandemic?


RQ1A: Did the tendency for service delivery changes that took place during the
pandemic differ based on organizational attributes (age, size, focus, faith-based
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identity) or respondent demographics (organizational role, sex)?


RQ1B: Did the tendency for service delivery changes that took place during the
pandemic differ based on organizations’ reported stance toward three theories
(strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism)?

RQ2: Are changes in the scope or conditions of nonprofit service delivery expected to
persist?


RQ2A: Do the type and direction of service delivery changes that are expected to
persist differ based on organizational attributes (age, size, focus, faith-based
identity) or respondent demographics (organizational role, sex)?



RQ2B: Do the type and direction of service delivery changes that are expected to
persist differ based on organizations’ reported stance toward three theories
(strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism)?

RQ3: How do nonprofit executives in different settings describe enduring service delivery
changes implemented in response to the pandemic?
RQ4: How do service delivery choices described by nonprofit executives relate to theories
of organizations and their environments?
Given the lack of a robust body of scholarly literature documenting the impacts of the
pandemic on service delivery, this chapter provides context for the study in the form of theory,
empirical research, and emerging evidence. Each of these is a major section of this chapter.
1. Theories of organizations and their environments. This section begins by
surveying key contributions from the field of strategic management. Because this
field does not fully account for nonprofits’ actions in times of disruptive change,
the section introduces two other theoretical perspectives—resource dependence
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and neo-institutionalism—that seek to explain how organizations relate to their
environments. Notably, research on nonprofit response to disruption often relies
on one or more of these theories.
2. Empirical studies of strategic change in nonprofit organizations. This section
reviews research studies that provide a precedent for the study, focusing
particularly on nonprofits’ response to various disruptive conditions: shifts in
supply and demand, disasters, and recessions.
3. Emerging evidence of the pandemic’s impact on nonprofit service delivery. This
section synthesizes insights from popular and professional literature that appeared
as the pandemic developed. In addition to summarizing short-term impacts that
have already been reported, it discusses changes that informed observers have
foreseen as the future operating environment for nonprofits.
The literature review concludes by explicating the conceptual framework that links relevant
literature to the methodology described in Chapter 3.
Theories of Organizations and Their Environments
According to Sarta et al. (2018), organizational adaptation is a phenomenon of concern to
various research traditions:
Behavioral theory …, contingency theory …, population ecology …, institutional theory,
resource dependence …, and evolutionary economics … all address organizational
adaptation—though they emphasize different mechanisms. Adaptation, regarded as the
strategic choice that organizations make, is often contrasted with the notion of selection
driven by the determinism imposed by environments. … Each research tradition seeks to
explain different outcomes, from survival to performance to change. (Introduction
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section)
This section of Chapter 2 surveys three theoretical traditions that may help to explain
how nonprofit organizations responded to changes brought on by the pandemic. The three
traditions are strategic management, resource dependence theory, and neo-institutional theory.
All three offer credible explanations for organizational responses to environmental change, and
scholars have used them repeatedly in research on nonprofit organizations. This section
examines each tradition in turn, but first offers a brief accounting of the processes employed to
discover and select the more than 40 sources cited in this segment of the literature review.
The Literature Search
The theory section is the first of three segments of the literature review. Although it
appears first, it was the last to take shape during the literature review process. The sources cited
in the theory section came to the researcher’s attention in various ways over the course of at least
7 years. When the general subject of the dissertation was selected in the spring of 2020, the
researcher had already become somewhat familiar with two of the theories and some of their key
proponents through graduate course work and professional reading. However, only upon
examining the empirical literature cited in the second major section of this chapter was he able to
determine which theoretical traditions would receive attention in the study. The empirical studies
cited certain authors and sources repeatedly, and the researcher consulted several of these.
Additionally, because the theoretical literature is extensive and complex, the researcher relied on
secondary literature—including textbooks, encyclopedia articles, and systematic literature
reviews—to help identify salient sources and advance understanding of each theoretical
perspective.
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Strategic Management
The field of business strategy emerged following World War II as firms competed in a
dynamic and increasingly complex context (Bracker, 1980; Tschirhart & Bielefeld, 2012).
Bracker’s analysis of strategy literature published from 1947 through 1979 led to the following
generalization:
Business strategy has the following characteristics: an environmental or situational
analysis is used to determine a firm’s posture in its field, and then the firm’s resources
are utilized in an appropriate manner to attain its major goals. (p. 221; emphasis in
original)
More recently, business strategy has become a highly contested concept. The classic
notion of strategy as a rational effort to set long-term goals and create the future has been
challenged by a more emergent view that values praxis, intuition, and contributions from all
levels of an organization (Cummings, 2008; Tschirhart & Bielefeld, 2012). Over the past four
decades, although strategy thought leaders have generally fixated on achieving sustainable
competitive advantage, they have tended to gravitate toward one of two schools of thought,
industrial organization (IO) economics or the resource-based view (RBV) of the firm, each of
which emphasizes distinct dimensions of strategy.
Michael E. Porter is perhaps the foremost representative of strategy in the IO economics
tradition. His contributions to the field have included postulating five external forces that shape a
company’s prospects for competition within an industry (Porter, 1979) and three generic
strategies that can successfully address them (Porter, 1980). In Porter’s (1996) view, a
sustainable strategic position is one that involves choices as to the activities in which the firm
will and will not engage. Moreover, the points of origin for such a position are externally
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focused.
Whereas the IO tradition stresses an outward perspective, the RBV focuses on the
resources that a firm owns or otherwise seeks to control. Influential proponents have included
Jay Barney, C. K. Prahalad, Gary Hamel, and Margaret Peteraf. According to Newbert (2013),
Rather than rely on external structural forces to provide opportunities for profit as IO
economists would suggest, the RBV allows for the attainment of a competitive advantage
on the basis of internal factors. As such, managers who can gain access to valuable, rare,
inimitable, and non-substitutable resources and capabilities and organize their
organizations in such ways so as to facilitate their exploitation are likely to outperform
rivals who are unable to do so. (p. 670)
Corporate strategy that arises from the RBV is not focused primarily on products, but on
the core competencies that enable a firm to seize emerging opportunities and nimbly develop
products for diverse markets in evolving environments (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990). The dynamic
capabilities model proposed by Teece et al. (1997) shares with the RBV a focus on efficiency.
This model postulates that competitive advantage is to be found in “the firm’s ability to integrate,
build, and reconfigure internal and external competences to address rapidly changing
environments” (Teece et al., 1997, p. 516). Given their inward orientation vis-à-vis the
organization, the RBV and the dynamic capabilities model lend themselves to an appreciation of
human resources as a central aspect of strategy (Wright et al., 2001), countering the tendency of
organizational leaders to undervalue human assets because they are not listed on a firm’s balance
sheet (Hancock, 2012).
Since the mid-1990s, another theoretical concept—that of the business model—has vied
for recognition in the strategic management field (Zott et al., 2011). In Osterwalder and
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Pigneur’s (2010) popular formulation, a business model consists of the interaction of four
elements: (a) the customers that a business serves, (b) the value that the business offers, (c) the
infrastructure that allows the business to deliver this value, and (d) the economic exchanges that
must occur for the business to be successful. In Teece’s (2010) terms, “a business model defines
how the enterprise creates and delivers value to customers, and then converts payments received
to profits” (p. 173). Eminently practical, the business model concept has proven to be a useful
vehicle for analyzing organizations’ adaptations to changes in the environment.
Although business strategy theory has developed with a primary focus on for-profit
organizations, there is clear evidence that scholars and practitioners have sought to apply
strategic management principles in nonprofit settings. For example, Frumkin and Andre-Clark
(2000) echoed Michael Porter’s thought when they wrote that “the most critical work for
nonprofits is to clarify their organization’s overall strategy, defined as the unique mix of
activities and values that make a nonprofit organization stand out from others” (pp. 141–142).
Recent textbooks on nonprofit management have devoted a full chapter, or a portion of one, to
discussion of strategy formulation or strategic management (Brown, 2016; Tschirhart &
Bielefeld, 2012; Worth, 2021).
Further evidence of the application of strategic management concepts in nonprofit
contexts can be found in two recently published literature reviews. Laurett and Ferreira (2018)
produced a systematic literature review concerning nonprofit strategy based on analysis of 62
journal articles published between 1981 and 2016. Although the number of articles published
increased in each decade, quantitative studies were relatively scarce, accounting for just 19% of
the total. Laurett and Ferreira summarized the state of the literature as follows: “Despite the
almost four decades of research into this theme, the field remains under construction and a
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significant proportion of the studies adopt a theoretical and exploratory approach (qualitative
research)” (p. 894).
Miller (2018) authored a systematic review of nonprofit strategic management literature
published between 1998 and 2015, explaining factors that influenced the development of
strategic management in nonprofits during that period. The body of literature consisted of 58
articles published in 20 journals. Miller (2018) found that nonprofits’ strategic management
activities arose not only from the demands of funders, but also from the influence of a variety of
stakeholders. This influence was seen in strategy formulation, content, and implementation.
Table 1 analyzes a sample of eight studies that have applied strategic management
concepts to examine change in nonprofit organizations amid conditions of uncertainty and
disruption. Such studies have employed various methodologies: theoretical (Frumkin & AndreClark, 2000), quantitative (Arik et al., 2016; Mosley et al., 2012; Shea & Hamilton, 2015),
qualitative (Balan-Vnuk & Balan, 2015; Froelich, 2012; McDonald et al., 2021), and mixed
methods (Akingbola, 2006; Horvath et al., 2018). The literature shows evidence that a spectrum
of strategic management thinking has gained a footing in nonprofit scholarship. Table 1 includes
studies founded in classic and IO traditions (Akingbola, 2006; Froelich, 2012; Frumkin &
Andre-Clark, 2000; Mosley et al., 2012) as well as some that rely on the RBV and newer
approaches (Arik et al., 2016; Balan-Vnuk & Balan, 2015; McDonald et al., 2021).
Although strategic management concepts have been applied to the nonprofit sector for
decades, in some cases, such efforts have not been entirely satisfactory. Nonprofit organizations
differ from their for-profit counterparts in important ways. As Tschirhart and Bielefeld (2012)
noted, a nonprofit’s customers may be distinct from those who pay for services, and the latter
may wield significant influence on the organization’s strategic direction. The nonprofit may be
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Table 1
Studies of Nonprofit Change Referencing Strategic Management Concepts
Study

Method

Focus

Use of strategic
management concepts

Akingbola,
2006

Mixed-methods
study; interviews,
documents, survey
data, etc.

Strategy change among
diverse nonprofit
organizations

Generic strategies
proposed by Miles &
Snow

Arik et al.,
2016

Quantitative study
(survey and other
data; test of
hypotheses)

Actions taken during the
economic crisis that
began in 2008

RBV one of two
theories used to
generate hypotheses

Balan-Vnuk & Qualitative (multiple
Balan, 2015
case study)

Business model innovation Dynamic capabilities
observed in nonprofit
view of the firm
social enterprises

Froelich, 2012

Qualitative (single
case study:
interviews;
archival data)

Development of
nonprofit’s competitive
strategy following entry
of a for-profit firm

Differentiation as a
viable competitive
strategy

Frumkin &
AndreClark, 2000

Theoretical

Competition for funding
among human service
organizations

Differentiation as a
viable competitive
strategy

Horvath et al.,
2018

Mixed-methods
study; interviews,
IRS filings,
surveys, etc.

Financial activities during,
and impacts of, the
Great Recession

Strategy literature one
of three theoretical
streams

McDonald et
al., 2021

Qualitative (content
analysis of expert
interviews)

Innovation among
nonprofit performing
arts organizations

Dynamic capabilities
and business models

Mosley et al.,
2012

Quantitative study
(longitudinal
survey data)

Adaptive tactics employed
through an economic
downturn

Strategic plans

Shea &
Hamilton,
2015

Quantitative study
Strategic decision-making
(industry and
vis-à-vis environment
survey data; test of
and stakeholder factors
hypotheses)

Three dimensions of
environmental
uncertainty

capable of conferring few rewards or punishments on its employees, and its capacity to change
may be constrained by factors unrelated to the market. In the face of such factors, some
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observers have found prevailing approaches to business strategy inadequate for use in the
nonprofit sector (see, for example, Kong, 2008). The next two sections explore two other
theoretical traditions on which scholars have often relied as they have sought to study and
explain nonprofit organizations’ responses to environmental change.
Resource Dependence Theory
Jeffrey Pfeffer and Gerald Salancik are known as key proponents of resource dependence
theory. As set forth in their (1978/2003) book, The External Control of Organizations,
organizations are coalitions of interests that cohere to some extent, but that also diverge. A
diverse array of groups are represented in these coalitions; in a business, they would include
owners, employees, customers, and creditors. All organizations are interdependent with their
environments inasmuch as they require access to resources that are not under their control. The
boundaries of an organization may be defined in terms of those features of the environment over
which it has the greatest degree of influence. Organizations can take various measures to reduce
uncertainty in the environment. In a corporate setting, such measures might include acquiring or
merging with another company, interlocking two companies’ boards of directors, associating
with other entities to achieve legitimacy, and lobbying for favorable policies, among others. The
unifying theme in all these actions is the organization’s intent to ensure access to needed
resources, thus perpetuating its existence and advancing the interests shared by its coalitions.
Although resource dependence theory is certainly cognizant of environmental forces that
constrain an organization’s strategic choices, it is not deterministic in its outlook. Indeed, in the
words of Pfeffer and Salancik (1978/2003),
Rather than taking the environment as a given to which the organization then adapts, it is
considerably more realistic to consider the environment as an outcome of a process that
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involves both adaptation to the environment and attempts to change that environment. (p.
222)
As a result, resource dependence theory contrasts with schools of thought such as population
ecology, in which managerial action is regarded to be of less consequence (Pfeffer, 2013). By
emphasizing competition for resources, it constitutes a traditional approach to interorganizational
relations—one that is not particularly conducive to collaboration (Daft, 2013).
Scholars of the nonprofit sector have relied on resource dependence theory for decades in
the design and execution of their studies. As summarized in Table 2, such studies have employed
a diverse array of methodologies: quantitative (Arik et al., 2016; Mosley et al., 2012; Shea &
Hamilton, 2015), qualitative (Alexander, 2000; Fyffe, 2014; Sandberg et al., 2020), and mixed
(Horvath et al., 2018). Additionally, resource dependence was the interpretive framework used in
a highly cited synthesis of literature on the diversification of nonprofit revenue sources (Froelich,
1999).
As further detailed in Table 2, resource dependence has sometimes been a central
theoretical basis for the study of nonprofits’ interactions with their environment (Arik et al.,
2016; Froelich, 1999; Fyffe, 2014). More often, it has supported, or been fused with, other
theories (Alexander, 2000; Horvath et al., 2018; Mosley et al., 2012; Sandberg et al., 2020; Shea
& Hamilton, 2015). Not surprisingly, it has seen repeated use in studies of organizations during
times of financial uncertainty (Alexander, 2000; Arik et al., 2016; Froelich, 1999; Fyffe, 2014;
Horvath et al., 2018; Mosley et al., 2012). It has also been applied to other instances of
environmental disruption (Sandberg et al., 2020; Shea & Hamilton, 2015). Notably, several of
these studies have identified changes in service delivery arising under disruptive conditions
(Alexander, 2000; Fyffe, 2014; Mosley et al., 2012; Sandberg et al., 2020). Three of the studies
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Table 2
Studies of Nonprofit Change Referencing Resource Dependence Theory
Study

Method

Focus

Use of resource
dependence theory

Alexander,
2000

Qualitative study
(focus groups and
workshop for
identification of
strategies)

Strategies appropriate to a
dynamic, competitive
environment

One of several theories
used to interpret data

Arik et al.,
2016

Quantitative study
(survey and other
data; test of
hypotheses)

Strategic actions taken
during the economic
crisis that began in 2008

One of two theories
used to generate
hypotheses

Froelich,
1999

Literature synthesis

Positive and negative
impacts of diversifying
revenue streams

Framework for
interpreting findings

Fyffe, 2014

Qualitative study
(multiple case
study; expert
interviews and
document review)

Attributes of organizations
that showed resilience
through and beyond the
Great Recession

One of four elements of
conceptual
framework; used to
interpret data

Horvath et
al., 2018

Mixed-methods
study; interviews,
IRS filings,
surveys, etc.

Financial activities during,
and impacts of, the Great
Recession

One of three theoretical
streams underlying
the study

Mosley et al., Quantitative study
2012
(longitudinal
survey data)

Adaptive tactics employed
through an economic
downturn

One of several theories
used to construct the
study

Sandberg et
al., 2020

Qualitative (multiple
case study;
interviews and
document review)

Response to neoliberal
forces of market logic

One of two theories
used to interpret data

Shea &
Hamilton,
2015

Quantitative study
(industry and
survey data; test of
hypotheses)

Strategic decision-making
vis-à-vis environment
and stakeholder factors

Support from resource
dependence theory
secondary to reliance
on stakeholder theory

described in Table 2 also made use of neo-institutional theory (Alexander, 2000; Horvath et al.,
2018; Mosley et al., 2012), the subject of the following section.
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Neo-institutional Theory
Some scholars have seen neo-institutional theory as rooted in Philip Selznick’s
institutional theory work around the middle of the 20th century (Gray, 2008; Wooten &
Hoffman, 2017). Scott (2008), on the other hand, traced its origin to the late 19th century. In any
case, the approach to the study of organizations known as neo-institutional theory has undergone
much development in recent decades, warranting a distancing from older manifestations of the
tradition.
According to Wooten and Hoffman (2017), “the central construct of neo-institutional
theory has been the organizational field” (p. 56). As described by Scott (2008), a field is a group
of organizations that includes “exchange partners, competitors, funding sources, and regulators”
(p. 86). A further dimension of neo-institutional thought is
that institutions are formed and changed by interactions between field and firm. … From
this viewpoint, it becomes axiomatic that neither the field in which a firm operates, nor
the internal workings of the firm, can be the sole source of institutionalization. They must
work reflexively by acting on and interacting with the other. (Gray, 2008, p. 957)
DiMaggio and Powell (1983) postulated that as a field develops, organizations within it
tend to experience isomorphic change—that is, they become more similar—in response to
coercive, mimetic, and normative pressures. Furthermore, according to DiMaggio and Powell,
Organizations compete not just for resources and customers, but for political power and
institutional legitimacy, for social as well as economic fitness. The concept of
institutional isomorphism is a useful tool for understanding the politics and ceremony that
pervade much modern organizational life. (p. 150)
At least through the mid-1990s, scholars often adopted the concept of isomorphism to an
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uncritical and excessive degree. As a result, there emerged “a popular misconception of the
[institutional] theory as embodying stability and inertia as its defining characteristics” (Wooten
& Hoffman, 2017, p. 59). Eventually, through further scholarly exchange, a more balanced
position emerged that affirmed the reality of isomorphic pressures but also acknowledged
organizations’ agency in responding to the demands of their environment (Wooten & Hoffman,
2017).
As summarized in Table 3, neo-institutional theory has been employed in various studies
of nonprofit organizations facing environmental uncertainty or disruptive change. Given the
difficulty of testing reflexivity between an organization and a field (Gray, 2008), it is not
surprising that quantitative studies are relatively scarce (Mosley et al., 2012). Most studies have
entailed the use of mixed (Audunson, 1999; Horvath et al., 2018; Rusch & Wilbur, 2007) or
qualitative methods (Alexander, 2000; González & Hassall, 2009).
Table 3 further shows that studies of change founded in neo-institutional theory have
been conducted in a variety of nonprofit settings, including human service organizations
(Alexander, 2000; Frumkin & Andre-Clark, 2000), higher education (González & Hassall, 2009;
Rusch & Wilbur, 2007), public libraries (Audunson, 1999), and broad cross-sections of the
nonprofit sector (Horvath et al., 2018; Minkoff & Powell, 2006). In most studies, neoinstitutional approaches seem to be complemented by other theoretical perspectives (Alexander,
2000; Frumkin & Andre-Clark, 2000; Horvath et al., 2018; Mosley et al., 2012; Rusch & Wilbur,
2007).
As implied by the following quote from Wooten and Hoffman (2017), neo-institutional
theory may be particularly relevant to the study of nonprofit service delivery arising from the
COVID-19 pandemic:
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Table 3
Studies of Nonprofit Change Referencing Neo-institutional Theory
Study

Method

Focus

Use of neo-institutional
theory

Alexander,
2000

Qualitative study
(focus groups and
workshop for
identification of
strategies)

Strategies appropriate to a
dynamic, competitive
environment

One of several theories
used to interpret data

Audunson,
1999

Mixed-methods
study; interviews,
survey data;
documents

Change processes in public
libraries

Basis for model tested
in the study

Frumkin &
AndreClark,
2000

Theoretical

Competition for funding
among human service
organizations

Implications of
normative pressures
for development of
viable strategy

González &
Hassall,
2009

Qualitative (single
case study:
document review,
interviews, etc.)

A university department’s
response to change in its
environment

Basis for interpreting
and analyzing data

Horvath et
al., 2018

Mixed-methods
study; interviews,
IRS filings,
surveys, etc.

Financial activities during,
and impacts of, the Great
Recession

One of three theoretical
streams underlying
the study

Minkoff &
Powell,
2006

Synthesis of case
studies

Nonprofit organizations’
interpretation of mission
amid environmental
change

Perspective informing
interpretation of data

Adaptive tactics employed
through an economic
downturn

One of several theories
used to construct the
study

Mosley et al., Quantitative study
2012
(longitudinal
survey data)
Rusch &
Wilbur,
2007

Mixed-methods
study; interviews,
survey data;
documents

Pursuit of accreditation in a One of two theories
university’s college of
used to interpret data
business

Entrance to or engagement within the field is often precipitated by disruptive events such
as exogenous shocks that provide the impetus for organizations to make sense of a
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reconfigured environment. Disruptive events … create contradictions within the
environment … and force organizations to (re)analyze their surroundings. (pp. 64–65)
Synthesis of Theories
The preceding pages have proposed three theories of organizations and their
environments as foundations for a study of service delivery changes arising from the COVID-19
pandemic. These theories surfaced frequently as the researcher searched for empirical literature
concerning nonprofit organizations’ responses to environmental uncertainty and disruption.
Furthermore, the researcher found that combinations of two or more theories have often been
used in complementary fashion. Table 4 describes six sample studies—all focused in some way
on nonprofit change—that clearly articulated having a basis in two or more theoretical
Table 4
Studies of Nonprofit Change Based on Multiple Theories
Study

Focus

Theories used

Alexander, 2000

Strategies appropriate to a
dynamic, competitive
environment

Resource dependence theory, neoinstitutional theory, life cycle theory

Arik et al., 2016

Actions taken during the
economic crisis that began in
2008

Strategic management (resource-based
view), resource dependence theory

Fyffe, 2014

Attributes of organizations that
showed resilience through and
beyond the Great Recession

Resource dependence theory, open
systems theory

Horvath et al.,
2018

Financial activities during, and
impacts of, the Great
Recession

Strategic management (including
reference to resource dependence
theory), open systems theory, neoinstitutional theory

Mosley et al.,
2012

Adaptive tactics employed
Resource dependence theory, political
through an economic downturn
economy, neo-institutional theory

Rusch & Wilbur, Pursuit of accreditation in a
Neo-institutional theory, dialectical
2007
university’s college of business
theory
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perspectives. The combinations used imply that the relationship between organizations and their
environments is inherently complex, exceeding the explanatory capacity of any single theory.
The various approaches to business strategy emphasize achieving sustainable competitive
advantage, which may well explain certain phenomena in the life of a nonprofit organization. On
the other hand, resource dependence and neo-institutional theories, with their focus on reducing
uncertainty and achieving or maintaining legitimacy, may offer a credible explanation of other
nonprofit actions, and indeed may account for organizational motivations other than competition.
More than 20 years ago, Galaskiewicz and Bielefeld (1998) published a book-length
study of nonprofits based in the Minneapolis–St. Paul metropolitan area that is notable for its
methodological complexity and rigor. Conducting research over the course of many years,
Galaskiewicz and Bielefeld tested hypotheses regarding organizational change based on a variety
of theories, including those that emphasize the role of the environment (e.g., neoinstitutionalism), the strategic contributions of managers (e.g., resource dependence), and the
structural contexts that shape strategy and outcomes (e.g., social network analysis). Their
summative assessment cautioned against narrow reliance on theory in future research: “The
bottom line is that no one theory of organizational change dominated our results. There was
something to say for each of them, and, in all likelihood, they all will survive to see another day”
(Galaskiewicz & Bielefeld, 1998, p. 208). Given that the research described here involved a new
phenomenon, it was particularly appropriate to approach it with an open mind. With the
theoretical foundations of the study in place, the next major section of the literature review
examines empirical literature that established precedents for this study.
Empirical Studies of Strategic Change in Nonprofit Organizations
The COVID-19 pandemic is essentially a new phenomenon. When the researcher
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undertook the study, epidemiological, political, and economic responses to the pandemic were
still emerging. Although many observers had stated confidently that the world would not return
to its pre-pandemic state, there remained substantial uncertainty about the shape of the world that
would emerge once the crisis abated, and how this would affect the services that nonprofit
organizations provide. Nevertheless, the pandemic was not entirely without precursors. Whether
individually or collectively, nonprofits have endured many disruptions in their external
environments in the past, altering the rules by which they compete for clients and resources,
balancing the tension between differentiation and legitimacy. Therefore, this section of the
literature review synthesizes findings from more than 20 empirical studies that have examined
the drivers of strategic change in nonprofit organizations, with a particular focus on the impact of
environmental uncertainty and disruption.
The Literature Search
The following paragraphs explain the procedures that the researcher employed to identify
and select empirical studies for inclusion in the empirical segment of the literature review.
Discussion includes venues searched, search terms used, and selection criteria applied to
distinguish the most relevant and useful sources.
Search Venues
The search for empirical literature began with the use of two meta-search tools. The first
tool used was the Summon discovery solution managed by Liberty University’s Jerry Falwell
Library. The amount of literature that this system indexes is vast, purportedly encompassing tens
of millions of peer-reviewed journal articles. The second tool was Google Scholar, a tool that
indexes a massive body of literature available on publisher websites, in institutional repositories,
and on other websites.
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Meta-search tools tend to prioritize breadth of coverage as opposed to enabling precise
searches. Therefore, it made sense to pursue the complementary strategy of searching two
prominent online database platforms. The researcher began this effort by searching 17
EBSCOhost databases, all of which might reasonably have pointed to literature related to the
nonprofit sector:


Academic Search Complete



Business Source Complete



CINAHL Plus with Full Text



Communication & Mass Media Complete



EconLit with Full Text



Education Research Complete



Educational Administration Abstracts



ERIC



Health Business Elite



Health Policy Reference Center



Library, Information Science & Technology Abstracts



Military & Government Collection



OmniFile Full Text Mega



Public Administration Abstracts



Public Affairs Index



Religion and Philosophy Collection



SocINDEX with Full Text

In order to ensure discovery of important sources not found on the EBSCOhost platform,
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searches were also performed in three ProQuest databases:


Periodicals Index Online



ProQuest Central



Social Science Premium Collection

Search Parameters
Meta-search tools offer a relatively rudimentary level of control over search output.
Locating relevant resources using these tools required the researcher to run searches combining
keywords such as nonprofit, strategy, change, and disruptive, frequently substituting different
terms to retrieve different results. By contrast, the searches performed on the two online database
platforms were much more sophisticated, employing AND and OR operators. Following the
example set by Laurett and Ferreira (2018), queries were constructed with a base parenthetical
string of eleven distinct designations for nonprofits:
( Nonprofit OR “Non profit” OR “Non-profit” OR NGO OR “Non governmental” OR
“Non-governmental” OR Nongovernmental OR “Not-for-profit” OR NPO OR “Third
sector” OR “Not for profit” )
This string served to produce results relevant to the desired context. In two successive
searches, the researcher combined the context-oriented string with keywords that described the
phenomenon of disruptive change, with asterisks denoting variant forms of a word beginning
with the specified stem:


strateg* AND ( adapt* OR innovat* OR chang* )



strateg* AND ( disrupt* OR crisis OR crises OR emergen* OR “environmental
change” )
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Selection Criteria
Not surprisingly, queries generated large result sets. The following preferences were
applied—mostly manually—to focus attention on sources most likely to be useful:


Sources where search terms appeared in the descriptive metadata (not merely
in the full text)



English language sources



Sources about crises stemming from external disruption (i.e., not those arising
due to mismanagement within an organization)



Studies set in the U.S. and other culturally similar, developed nations



Academic journal articles



Literature published in the past 10 years, but allowing exceptions for highly
relevant sources and seminal publications

Finally, upon reading the literature, the researcher became aware of the sources that it cited,
leading to the discovery of several worthwhile studies that might not otherwise have surfaced in
the search process.
Drivers of Strategic Change
This section of the literature review assembles evidence to show how nonprofit
organizations respond to a broad range of influences as they seek to interpret their missions in a
changing environment. Nearly a generation ago, Minkoff and Powell (2006) synthesized a
variety of published case studies that detailed how solidaristic nonprofit organizations (e.g.,
human service agencies and religious organizations) responded to forces impinging on their
mission. Minkoff and Powell’s synthesis set nonprofits’ responses in the context of four critical
influences: issues pertaining to an organization’s life cycle, the diverging commitments of
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volunteers and professional staff, tensions between stated mission and external mandates, and
evolving patterns of government involvement in social services. Literature published over the
past 15 years has generally affirmed Minkoff and Powell’s synthesis, as summarized in the
following pages.
Progression through the Organizational Life Cycle
Norris-Tirrell (2011) explicated a seven-stage model of a nonprofit’s life cycle, beginning
with the concept phase and continuing through termination or dissolution. According to NorrisTirrell, each stage involves new challenges and requires a board to take on different roles. By
implication, an organization’s strategy must evolve as it proceeds to a new stage. Lending some
support to the life cycle view, Ogliastri et al. (2016) conducted a qualitative meta-analysis based
on 20 cases of high-performing nonprofits operating in Latin America and Spain. Their analysis
led them to identify four organizational types, labeled as “starting up, professionalizing,
decentralizing, and conglomerating” (p. 222). It is significant to note that none of these patterns
was inherently superior to the others. Rather, each represented an organization’s efforts to
balance the pursuit of its mission with the economic realities of ongoing operation. Overall, the
picture that emerged from their study was that of strategy and structure co-evolving as nonprofits
sought the resources needed to expand their services.
Financial Viability of the Mission
As noted by Minkoff and Powell (2006), organizational mission looms large in nonprofit
change: “Mission motivates activity and also limits the menu of possible actions” (p. 592). Two
studies serve to illustrate the tension between mission and strategic change. First, McDonald
(2007) reported the results of a mixed-methods study of innovation in two health care
organizations. In the initial phase of the study, researchers interviewed informants at various
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levels of management to generate a testable theory. The important role that mission plays in
fostering innovation, not anticipated by the researchers, emerged organically during this phase.
This led to the formulation of the hypothesis that “a clear, motivating mission will help
organizations identify and focus on the development or adoption of innovations that will support
their mission” (McDonald, 2007, p. 265). A subsequent survey of hospital administrators
revealed statistically significant support for the hypothesis.
Several years later, Balan-Vnuk and Balan (2015) conducted a multiple qualitative case
study of business model innovation observed in five nonprofit social enterprises located in South
Australia. Relying on in-depth interviews with senior executives, they identified two reasons for
business model innovation, each of which illustrated accountability to organizational finances
and mission. Corroborating McDonald’s (2007) finding, Balan-Vnuk and Balan (2015) found an
organization’s social mission to be an asset in the process of business model innovation.
Accountability to Influential Stakeholders
One of the overarching attributes of nonprofit organizations is that they are legitimately
accountable to multiple stakeholder groups. A corporate venture may justify its strategic choices
in terms of the interests of owners and customers, who are the beneficiaries and sources,
respectively, of business revenue. Of course, nonprofit organizations must remain solvent if they
are to continue their operations, but generating profit is a means to the end of pursuing their
mission; indeed, they are legally barred from distributing their profits (Fishman, 2010; Hopkins
& Gross, 2016). Not surprisingly, Akingbola’s (2006) mixed-methods study of nonprofits in five
Canadian provinces found that nonprofit strategy responds to multiple factors—not merely
financial outcomes, but the expectations of stakeholders with diverging interests.
Akingbola’s (2006) general observation about stakeholders’ conflicting interests is borne
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out by two later studies. Tucker and Parker’s (2013) qualitative study of managerial control and
strategy in Australian nonprofits produced evidence that management controls were used both
diagnostically and interactively, and that the latter uses helped managers formulate new
strategies. Interestingly, analysis of the data suggested that organizations were motivated to use
management control behaviors by the three isomorphic forces postulated by neo-institutional
theory (coercive, mimetic, and normative). Simply put, interviewees conveyed that management
controls were sometimes used to satisfy external stakeholders rather than for their inherent value.
Second, Shea and Hamilton (2015) conducted a quantitative study regarding nonprofit
organizations’ strategic decision-making behavior in the context of environmental uncertainty.
Recognizing that stakeholders have diverse interests, they found support for the hypothesis that
the existence of stakeholder groups that can diversify their interests (donors and government
funders) will prompt an organization to make decisions that reduce its stability. In short,
nonprofits have multiple stakeholder groups, but some of these groups are relatively more
capable of inducing an organization to undertake strategic risk.
Environmental Uncertainty
From the perspective of this study, a fourth driver of nonprofit change—uncertainty in
the external environment—is of significant interest. Alexander (2000) reported the results of a
qualitative study involving managerial and program staff from 48 human services nonprofits
operating in a populous county in the state of Ohio. The study aimed to identify strategies that
such organizations could employ to remain viable in an environment characterized by reduced
government funding, increased competition, and emphasis on professional practices and
demonstrable outcomes. A series of focus groups and a subsequent workshop led to the
identification of four strategies and guidance regarding their application. Two of the strategies
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that emerged pertained to service delivery. First, value was seen in the offering of new services
and the expansion of existing services to new clients. Second, commercializing services and
adopting a business-oriented approach was viewed as a path to a measure of autonomy.
Nevertheless, Alexander (2000) recognized that complications would attend the implementation
of these strategies, especially in smaller and faith-based organizations.
Weerawardena and Mort (2012) conducted a qualitative study of innovation in nine
nonprofits operating on the east coast of Australia, selecting cases purposefully to represent a
variety of organization sizes and missions. Engagement with the data led Weerawardena and
Mort to draw four major findings:


A turbulent environment, particularly where government funding was
uncertain, demanded that nonprofits be innovative. Two primary domains of
strategic innovation emerged: “capital raising and the delivery of services to
targeted clients” (Weerawardena & Mort, 2012, p. 95).



The organizations involved in the study engaged in “both incremental/
continuous and radical innovations” (Weerawardena & Mort, 2012, p. 95),
with the latter entailing a significant uncertainty and risk of failure.



Organizational learning was a key determinant of innovation. Nonprofits under
study gave evidence of learning from market responses, internal processes, and
external networks.



The attributes of a given organization, including its size, affected its innovation
and strategy choices.

In a recent text, Akingbola et al. (2019) identified six environmental forces that scholarly
research has found to drive change in the nonprofit sector: community needs, economy,
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government policy, competition, technology, and organizational factors. The COVID-19
pandemic arguably introduced disruptive changes in each of these areas, at least for the short
term. Studies such as the one reported in this dissertation are needed to ascertain whether
nonprofits have adapted their strategies for the long term. According to Akingbola et al., in
seeking to align with their environment, nonprofits commonly execute strategies such as
expansion, partnership, resizing, revenue diversification, and advocacy. At least some of these
strategies impinge on matters of service delivery—what services will be offered, and to whom,
how, and where they will be offered. The following section will explore various examples of
nonprofit responses to environmental disruption.
Strategic Responses to Environmental Disruption
Nonprofit organizations often perceive disruptions in their external environment as a
season of crisis. In a qualitative study, Gilstrap et al. (2016) analyzed 43 nonprofit leaders’
definitions of crisis in the life of an organization. All participants worked in a region recently
affected by a weather-related or environmental crisis; however, the scope of the inquiry was not
limited to a particular kind of crisis. In fact, the researchers’ analysis identified four generic
crisis types: “disasters, disruption of mission delivery, internal stakeholder challenges, and
unanticipated occurrences” (p. 2787).
Following Gilstrap et al.’s taxonomy, the COVID-19 pandemic fit the category of an
unanticipated occurrence, and actions taken by government leaders to control the spread of the
virus disrupted the performance of many nonprofits’ missions, at least temporarily. This being
the case, it was reasonable to ask how the pandemic may have contributed to strategic change
among nonprofit organizations. Given that there was no direct precedent for the COVID-19
pandemic, this section of the literature review explores research on nonprofit organizations’
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responses to other sorts of crises that have arisen over the past two decades. Discussion is
divided into three types of environmental change: shifts in supply and demand, disasters, and
recessions.
Shifts in Supply and Demand
Significant decreases in demand for a nonprofit’s services can threaten its existence, and
such conditions can certainly cause its leaders to reexamine the organization’s strategy. The
emergence of new competitors can elicit a similar response. Even changes in the opposite
directions—increased demand or reduced supply—could necessitate changes in strategy. The
five studies cited under this heading, all of which used qualitative methods, provide empirical
evidence of strategic changes that nonprofits have enacted under such conditions.
Pietroburgo and Wernet (2010) reported a case study of the merger of three nonprofit
bowling associations in the United States. The merger was necessary due to reductions in each
organization’s membership, with attendant financial consequences. Drawing on data collected
from interviews and organizational documents, they explicated details of the merger, including
the factors that prompted, facilitated, and enabled it. Discussion addressed both the why
(motives) and how (means) of nonprofit mergers, relating the details of the case back to two
theories emerging from the literature. Additionally, the researchers highlighted the important role
that a nucleus of change agents played in making the merger a reality; they interpreted this
phenomenon in function of transformational leadership literature.
Froelich (2012) documented a nonprofit hospice’s response to the entry of a for-profit
competitor into its market, a small city in the American Midwest. The researcher’s attention to
themes from the data and the timeline of events enabled her to narrate how the nonprofit’s
competitive strategy developed over time. Given that this organization successfully fended off
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the for-profit entrant, the study concluded that nonprofits facing for-profit competition should
not attempt to imitate their competitors’ strategies; instead, they should respond by developing a
strategy that leverages strengths that are difficult to imitate, including such elements as
organizational values and social capital.
Witmer and Mellinger’s (2016) study of two nonprofit behavioral health care
organizations located in the northeastern United States applied theory from organizational
resilience literature. The researchers sought to identify attributes that were present in
organizations that had excelled on two measures of performance in an environment characterized
by disruptive change. Content analysis of interview data yielded six characteristics of resilience,
four of which corroborated findings from other studies. This study distinguished itself from other
studies by focusing on resilience as an organizational capacity for ongoing adaptation rather than
a recovery-mode reaction to devastating change.
In another multiple case study, Sandberg et al. (2020) examined two nonprofit
organizations located in the Pacific Northwest region of the United States. Both organizations
held many factors in common but differed on the phenomenon of concern: their response to
neoliberal forces of market logic that have increasingly affected nonprofits over the past 40
years. Although both organizations exhibited abundant evidence of marketization, they differed
in the adjustments that they had undertaken. One organization had expanded its geographic scope
and had shifted to capture much of its revenue in the form of government contracts; additionally,
it had grown via mergers and acquisitions. By contrast, the other had elected to retain strong ties
to its local community and had adopted a strong fundraising focus. Additionally, the two
organizations differed in their uptake of performance management technologies. The researchers
concluded that institutional forces shape nonprofits’ strategies, but that organizations have a
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degree of freedom to choose the manner in which they will align themselves with market
conditions.
Finally, McDonald et al. (2021) investigated business model innovation occurring in
nonprofit performing arts organizations in a variety of settings across the United States. Having
carried out a robust literature review, they conducted 16 individual interviews with stakeholders
that held diverse arts-related roles. After subjecting the data to a rigorous content analysis, they
identified six categories of threats in the focal organizations’ environments. Furthermore, they
cataloged a wide array of business model innovations that these organizations had implemented
in an effort to sustain their existence and mission under adverse conditions. They categorized
innovations as pertaining to the creation, delivery, and capture of value. Overall, their study
showed (a) that existential threats serve as a strong motivator for nonprofit organizations to
devise new business models; (b) that such models are often tested in a trial-and-error mode; and
(c) that failure to innovate could lead to organizational demise.
Disasters
Studies of two major disasters that occurred in the early years of the 21st century shed
further light on nonprofit organizations’ response to disruptive change. In 2002, the U.S. General
Accounting Office (GAO), responding to a request from the Finance Committee of the U.S.
Senate, conducted an inquiry into charitable aid provided to those affected by the 9/11 terrorist
attacks. The GAO made use of published data and conducted interviews with representatives of a
variety of nonprofit groups and government agencies. Although the GAO report focused
primarily on quantifying donations raised and mitigating fraud in its distribution, it also
addressed matters related to service delivery. Specifically, it noted that some of the agencies
involved in providing aid increased the extent of their coordination as their response evolved.
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Nevertheless, the report found that the scope and complexity of the disaster exceeded that of
precedent events, such as the Oklahoma City bombing, hindering an effective response.
Although there was obviously a need for improved coordination, it was also clear that addressing
the need would be difficult because of (a) the large number of nonprofit organizations involved
and (b) their commitment to maintain confidentiality regarding aid recipients.
Gajewski et al. (2011) examined the effectiveness of non-governmental organizations’
response to a different kind of disaster, Hurricane Katrina, focusing on the displacement of
affected persons to Austin, Texas. Their study entailed interviews with representatives of funding
entities and service providers whose organizations were involved in providing relief to displaced
residents. They found that nonprofit and faith-based organizations were quick to respond and
willing to serve, but that the scale of the need, the influx of funding and volunteers, and the
involvement of numerous organizations hindered efficient and effective operations.
According to Gajewski et al. (2011), efforts to coordinate the work of disparate groups
met with incomplete success. As a result, needed services were sometimes not delivered, or were
delivered inequitably or duplicatively. Furthermore, inadequate records were maintained, making
it impossible to account for all expenditures. By the time that Gajewski et al. published their
study, the entities involved had already made several changes to ensure a more coordinated
response in the case of a future disaster. Nevertheless, they concluded that further changes in
public policy were needed and offered recommendations to that effect.
Recessions
More than other phenomena, economic recessions seem to have attracted the attention of
researchers seeking to understand nonprofits’ response to environmental disruption. Discussion
under this heading introduces eight such studies, all but one of which focused on the downturn of
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2007–2009 that is often referred to as the Great Recession. Whereas the studies cited under the
previous two headings were exclusively qualitative, the studies cited here include quantitative,
qualitative, and mixed-methods approaches.
Mosley et al. (2012) reported the results of a study of 278 managers of human service
nonprofits located in Los Angeles County, California. The study incorporated data collected
between 2002 and 2004—immediately before and after an economic downturn. Mosley et al.
tested the effect of structural, managerial, and financial factors on the likelihood of an
organization implementing five adaptive tactics: (a) starting new programs, (b) scaling back
programs and/or staffing, (c) cooperating to expand an existing program or deliver a new one, (d)
pursuing additional earned income, and (e) launching or expanding advocacy efforts. The
strongest predictors of adaptive behaviors were organizational size (measured by annual
expenditures) and the anticipation of funding issues. In the course of their discussion, Mosley et
al. noted that little empirical research has examined the attributes of nonprofit organizations that
are associated with retrenchment, defined to include the discontinuation of programs and the
reduction of staff.
Studies regarding the impact of the Great Recession on nonprofit strategy began to
appear as early as 2009 and continued to be published as late as 2018. Researchers’ persistent
interest in this phenomenon presumably speaks to the practical import of the subject. The earliest
study reported here is that of Salamon et al. (2009), who reported the results of a nationwide
survey of 363 nonprofits operating in five specific practice areas. Administered in April 2009,
the survey inquired into adaptive responses in areas such as staffing, operations, fundraising, and
service delivery. Salamon et al.’s findings included the following:


Most respondents (73%) maintained or increased the number of people served.
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Nearly half (47%) of respondents launched or expanded collaborations with
other nonprofits; slightly fewer (39%) reduced their programs.



Fewer organizations (37%) reported severe or very severe financial stress than
in the 2002–2003 recession (51%).



Relatively few organizations reported a decline in time spent per client (7%) or
an increase in patron waiting time (15%).



Government revenues reportedly increased from 2007 to 2008.



Intensified and innovative fundraising efforts accounted for four of the top five
strategic responses to the downturn.



Entrepreneurial actions, such as instituting or increasing fees for services, or
engaging new clients, were reported at much lower rates than in 2003.

In 2010, researchers associated with the Urban Institute conducted a broad survey of
human service nonprofits, and results were published by Boris et al. (2010), and later by Stid et
al. (2014). The study focused on the organizations’ finances—especially their reliance on grants
and contracts from federal, state, and local governments. Data were collected in reference to
financial operations in 2009. As discussed by Stid et al. (2014), survey results showed that
human service organizations were highly dependent on government funding; that the protocols
for obtaining such funding were challenging under normal circumstances; that various categories
of funding sources, including government payments, fell due to the downturn; and that the
recession further exacerbated problems with government bureaucracy. Significantly, Stid et al.
(2014) reported that reported that losses in revenue led responding organizations to make the
following changes in service delivery:


reduce number of programs or services: 21%
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reduce number of people served: 17%



reduce hours of operation: 10%



close offices or program sites: 7%

Stid et al. (2014) advised organizations to reckon with the financial and mission-related
impacts of their various programs and to pursue increases in productivity, among other actions.
Significantly, they saw crises as opportunities to make painful, mission-oriented decisions, enlist
new supporters, and make decisions with long-term ends in mind.
The studies just cited (Boris et al., 2010; Salamon et al., 2009; Stid et al., 2014) collected
quantitative data from national samples. By contrast, four subsequent studies (Arik et al., 2016;
Besel et al., 2011; Fyffe, 2014; Horvath et al., 2018) examined the impacts of the Great
Recession on a specific region, state, or metropolitan area, with three of the four incorporating
qualitative data. Besel et al. (2011) reported the results of a mixed-methods study of 26 nonprofit
organizations in the Mississippi River Delta, focusing specifically on their sources of revenue.
The focal organizations exhibited areas of similarity (geographic location, federal funding, and
general mission) as well as areas of difference (size of budget, specific mission, and urban or
rural location). Important findings included the following:


Government funding was viewed as essential but insufficient to sustain
organizational operations.



Large contributions from corporate enterprises were viewed as a relic of the
past.



Organizations located in urban environments saw a future in targeting smaller
donations from individuals, but those located in rural areas did not see this as
viable.
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Board involvement in fundraising correlated with the percentage of revenue
collected from individual donors.



The experience of nonprofits and social enterprises in New Orleans following
Hurricane Katrina was seen as a case study regarding the emerging future of
philanthropy.

Fyffe (2014) conducted a qualitative multiple case study of seven human service
nonprofits located in the Commonwealth of Virginia. All cases met financial and mission criteria
that justified their description as resilient through and beyond the challenges of the Great
Recession. The purpose of Fyffe’s study was to identify the attributes that were common to these
nonprofits. Having interviewed the organizations’ executive directors and having examined
pertinent organizational documents, Fyffe distilled nine themes from the data. Notably, resilient
nonprofits altered their service delivery due to environmental disruption. For example, various
organizations reported that they had adjusted retail operations, implemented labor-saving
technologies, closed an office, altered the format of a treatment program, launched new
programs, narrowed the focus of services, or increased reliance on volunteer labor.
Arik et al. (2016) conducted a quantitative study, incorporating survey and other data, of
280 nonprofits operating in the Nashville Metropolitan Statistical Area. The researchers sought
to test hypotheses regarding nonprofit strategy arising from two theoretical perspectives. Survey
questions examined the nonprofits’ strategic actions during the economic crisis that began in
2008. Findings from Arik et al.’s study highlighted the importance of making a nonprofit
organization appropriately visible through digital media, including the identification of board
members, who serve “as an extension of the organization” (p. 68). The study also raised
questions as to the desirability of proliferating a nonprofit’s types of revenue—an outcome that

46
conflicts with resource dependence theory.
Finally, Horvath et al.’s (2018) mixed-methods study evaluated the impact of the Great
Recession on the finances of 196 randomly selected nonprofit organizations located in the San
Francisco Bay Area. Data sources included in-depth interviews, IRS filings, surveys, grant
records, and foreclosure metrics. Two organizational attributes were considered as independent
variables: the presence of a strategic plan and a focus on serving the poor. Findings included the
following:


Revenue diversity, organizational age, and strategic planning were negatively
associated with insolvency, while organizational size was positively associated.



A poverty-oriented mission had no statistically significant effect on insolvency;
however, it did predict patterns of spending during the recession.

Ultimately, Horvath et al. concluded that organizations do not experience changing
environmental conditions in a uniform manner. Rather, routines that have become embedded in
organizational life, including mission and strategy orientations, influence how an organization
responds to the environment.
Service Delivery Change as a Response to Environmental Disruption
The preceding pages have cited empirical evidence that nonprofit organizations have
responded to environmental disruption by altering various aspects of service delivery. As
displayed in Table 5, service delivery changes have arisen from a variety of disruptive events,
including economic crises (e.g., Fyffe, 2014; Mosley et al., 2012), terrorism (U.S. General
Accounting Office, 2002), and the confluence of adverse factors (e.g., McDonald et al., 2021;
Weerawardena & Mort, 2012). Such changes have been observed in human service providers
(e.g., Stid et al., 2014), performing arts organizations (McDonald et al., 2021), and community
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Table 5
Studies Finding Changes in Nonprofit Service Delivery
Study

Nature of disruption

Nonprofit setting

Examples of service
delivery change(s)

Boris et al.,
2010; Stid
et al., 2014

Great Recession

Human service providers
across the United States
(n = 2,153)

Reducing service hours,
limiting number of
people served

Fyffe, 2014

Great Recession

Resilient workforce and
housing providers in
Virginia (n = 7)

Altering a treatment
program, launching
new programs,
closing an office,
narrowing service

McDonald et
al., 2021

Combination of
adverse factors
(economic, legal,
demographic, etc.)

Performing arts
organizations across the
United States (n = 16)

Targeting underserved
demographics,
collaborating with
other nonprofits,
using new venues

Mosley et al.,
2012

Economic downturn
(2002–2003)

Human service providers
in Los Angeles (n =
278)

Starting new programs,
scaling back
programs, seeking
new earned income

Salamon et al., Great Recession
2009

Organizations in five
fields across the United
States (n = 363)

Launching or increasing
collaborations,
altering service terms

Sandberg et
al., 2020

Community organizations
in the Pacific Northwest
(n = 2)

Discontinuing services,
expanding service
area, targeting new
clientele

U.S. General
9/11 terrorist attacks
Accounting
Office, 2002

Charities providing
assistance to survivors

Increasing coordination
with other agencies

Weerawardena Combination of
adverse factors
& Mort,
2012
(e.g., competition,
uncertain funding)

Successful entrepreneurial Co-creating services
organizations on the east
with targeted clients
coast of Australia (n =
9)

Marketization of the
environment

organizations (Sandberg et al., 2020); they have also been seen in studies involving diverse
organizational fields (e.g., Salamon et al., 2009). Service delivery changes have been examined

48
through in-depth, qualitative research (e.g., Weerawardena & Mort, 2012) as well as through
large-scale, quantitative studies (e.g., Mosley et al., 2012; Salamon et al., 2009). Furthermore,
environmental disruption has led organizations to alter multiple dimensions of service delivery:
what programs and services are delivered; who receives them; and how, where, and when they
are delivered.
Emerging Evidence of the Pandemic’s Impact on Nonprofit Service Delivery
The first two sections of this chapter have considered two strands of literature that may
help to make sense of changes in nonprofit service delivery arising from the COVID-19
pandemic. The first section examined three theoretical orientations that scholars have employed
over the course of decades in an effort to understand nonprofit organizations’ responses to
environmental change. The second section reviewed empirical studies of strategic change in
nonprofit organizations, focusing on the ways that disruptive conditions have elicited changes,
especially in regard to service delivery.
This section considers a final strand of literature: emerging evidence of the pandemic’s
impact on nonprofit service delivery. The section begins by describing the process used to
discover relevant sources. Following this, discussion pursues three themes in order: (a) reported
impacts on nonprofit service delivery, (b) admonitions to nonprofits to innovate amid disruption,
and (c) predicted effects of the pandemic on nonprofit service delivery. Given the pandemic’s
recent emergence, the literature reviewed here is popular or professional, not scholarly. Sources
cited represent expert opinion, anecdotal evidence, and data gathered systematically by industry
associations and other organizations.
The Literature Search
The researcher’s efforts to locate literature about the impacts of the pandemic on
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nonprofit service delivery included both serendipitous and systematic components.
Serendipitously, several sources came to the researcher’s attention simply through reading the
news. This strategy was most effective at surfacing sources pertaining to higher education—not
surprisingly, given that this area relates directly to the researcher’s employment. Nevertheless,
the serendipitous approach was far from sufficient, requiring the use of two systematic
approaches: reviewing news abstracts published by The Nonprofit Quarterly and running
searches on two online database platforms.
The Nonprofit Quarterly (NPQ) publishes a running stream of nonprofit-related news,
abstracted from sources published nationwide, at https://nonprofitquarterly.org/type/nonprofitnews/. The researcher scanned news coverage that this venue published between October and
December 2020, including recurring discussion of nonprofit service delivery. Wherever possible,
original sources cited by NPQ were consulted. This process led to the discovery of about 15
relevant sources and ensured that the literature review reflected the experiences of a diverse
range of nonprofit organizations.
Multiple searches were also run on the EBSCOhost and ProQuest database platforms.
The search venues were the same 20 databases named earlier in this chapter under the heading
“Empirical Studies of Strategic Change in Nonprofit Organizations.” As narrated in the previous
section, search queries were constructed using a parenthetical string consisting of eleven
designations for nonprofits. In three successive searches, this context string was combined with
keywords pertaining to the impacts of the pandemic:


strateg* AND ( pandemic OR covid* OR coronavirus )



chang* AND ( pandemic OR covid* OR coronavirus )



( after OR post* OR beyond OR prospect* OR futur* ) AND ( pandemic OR
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COVID OR coronavirus)
Reported Impacts on Nonprofit Service Delivery
Observers in the popular and professional press informally assessed the COVID-19
pandemic’s similarity to past crises. One long-term observer of higher education opined that the
pandemic had impacted higher education more severely than any other crisis since World War II
(Tierney, 2021). Somewhat counterintuitively, Pinsker (2020) argued that the influenza
pandemic of 1918–1919 was not a true precursor. Inasmuch as its immediate impacts were more
intermittent, it did not have significant long-term social impacts. On the other hand, Pinsker
found stronger points of comparison between the COVID-19 pandemic and the Great
Depression.
As the following paragraphs will explain, the COVID-19 pandemic proved to be highly
disruptive for some organizations and industries within the nonprofit sector. Various nonprofits
are reported to have closed permanently due to pandemic-related pressures. In some cases, the
organizations were already in poor financial condition, but in other cases, their business models
were hopelessly misaligned with the fundamentally new set of conditions that arose after the
onset of the pandemic (Meiksins, 2020).
A more common short-term impact was the suspension of services. The cancelation of
holiday-season Nutcracker performances by dance companies around North America deprived
them of a significant portion of their annual revenue and eliminated opportunities to recruit
audiences and performers (Welsh-Huggins, 2020). New York’s Metropolitan Opera and other
performing arts groups canceled their entire 2020–2021 seasons, unable to rehearse for shows or
attract audiences (Teachout, 2020). Nonprofit performing arts venues also found it hard to adapt
to evolving restrictions on public gathering that emerged during the pandemic, as their business
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model required them to book entertainment acts months in advance (Clark, 2020). Museums
sustained significant impacts during the pandemic, with some being forced to close for months
(Marsh & Brock, 2020). In the global art museum community, the inability to welcome on-site
visitors spawned a wave of efforts to engage audiences virtually (Shalvey, 2020). The pandemic
hit performing arts organizations and museums particularly hard, but the effects were felt across
the nonprofit sector. In fact, an August 2020 survey of 808 Pennsylvania nonprofits found that
more than one third (37%) had reduced or suspended services (DuPuis, 2020).
The challenges associated with the pandemic led some organizations to end programs
and services permanently. For example, the University of Minnesota, facing a severe loss of
athletic program revenue, announced that three of its men’s teams would be terminated following
the 2020–2021 season (Chavez, 2020). Perhaps more commonly, services have been provided to
a reduced clientele. Dombrowski (2020) reported about a Wisconsin camp focused on serving
youth and adults with disabilities that was able to accommodate fewer campers in the summer of
2020. Although this example may seem unsurprising, the aforementioned survey of Pennsylvania
nonprofits found that nearly half of respondents (48%) were serving fewer clients (DuPuis,
2020). Similarly, as Kelderman (2020) reported, a fall 2020 survey showed that enrollment
declined at many colleges and universities; community colleges, public regional universities,
non-elite private institutions, and schools with predominantly online programs were most likely
to report drops. Gray (2020) found that public library budgets were cut in some Minnesota
locales and were restructured in others. As a result, service patterns were altered, with some
libraries offering shorter hours.
The pandemic also induced changes in the labor employed to produce nonprofit services.
Economic upheaval associated with the pandemic led to unfortunate employment losses. The
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Bureau of Labor Statistics estimated that American institutions of higher education shed 337,000
jobs between February and August 2020. Anecdotal data suggested that cuts affected a variety of
employee classifications working in both academic and non-academic areas (Bauman, 2020).
Not only was paid labor disrupted; volunteer service, on which many nonprofits rely heavily,
suffered as well (Theis, 2020). Volunteers tend to be older and more susceptible to the
coronavirus, but some successfully transitioned to service in virtual and outdoor venues (Miller,
2020). The onset of the pandemic disabled many nonprofits when a large number of volunteers
were unable or unwilling to continue providing free labor. Ironically, this occurred at a time of
great societal need, when the services of human service organizations were in high demand
(Sullivan, 2020).
Although the pandemic certainly caused pain in the nonprofit sector, it also revealed
opportunities for improvements, as reported, for example, by Grajek (2020) and Lederman
(2020). Perhaps the most common service delivery adjustments involved new distribution
patterns. Services that were previously offered in high-contact settings, such as feeding the
homeless, had to be decentralized (Theis, 2020). Across many segments of the nonprofit sector,
operations and services increasingly took place online (Daniels et al., 2020). Survey data
released by the Georgia Center for Nonprofits in June 2020 showed that more than three-fourths
of responding organizations were “delivering some form of their services—everything from
academic programs to doctor visits—online” (Rhone, 2020, B1). Similarly, a report published by
Salesforce.org in late 2020 detailed findings from a multinational survey of nonprofit
professionals. The survey found that moving programs online was a common service adaptation,
being reported by 72% of respondents in the United States.
Remote services, which had been used to some extent in health care for decades, became
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more valuable at a time when it was desirable to reduce human contact (Castellucci, 2020).
Many other segments of the nonprofit sector had to develop virtual service capabilities in short
order. Art museums around the world employed a variety of methods in their attempt to engage
online audiences; these included interviews, quizzes, games, tours, tutorials, lectures, and live
question-and-answer sessions (Shalvey, 2020). Findings from a nationwide survey of cultural
institution audience members suggested that the disruption of 2020 led to increased online
engagement, including with content from institutions such as art museums (Cohen, 2020).
During the spring of 2020, counseling centers at colleges and universities transitioned
rapidly to deliver mental health services virtually at a time of critical need. Technological,
financial, and policy hurdles complicated the transition to remote service delivery (Center for
Collegiate Mental Health, 2021). Following the onset of the pandemic, many colleges and
universities shifted to offer peer tutoring services virtually. While some used widely available
technologies, others contracted with companies offering specialized technologies and services
(Anderson, 2021).
An economic development nonprofit based in Calgary, Alberta, faced the prospect of
significant revenue losses when the pandemic shutdown occurred. Although it lacked robust
technology capabilities, it pivoted quickly to develop them. Migrating its services to online
delivery platforms was possible only because the organization was able to secure special funding
(Loomis, 2020).
Nonprofit organizations also seized the opportunity to launch new or modified services.
In the fall of 2020, YMCA affiliates around the country repurposed their competencies in afterschool care to provide support for students that had been thrust into virtual education (Simonton,
2020). A Wisconsin theater company that offered online classes was able to attract a much
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larger, international audience (Dombrowski, 2020). Counseling centers at many colleges and
universities expanded crisis services or offered additional programming, even as they were
scaling back other services (Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 2021). Finally, as Taketa
(2020) reported, in the San Ysidro district of San Diego, economic impacts posed serious
challenges to education. Nonprofit organizations partnered with residents and local schools,
providing digital devices, Internet hotspots, financial support, and vital casework services.
Overall, the pandemic put nonprofits’ existing business models to the test. Outcomes
varied from one organization to another, sometimes within the same industry. In Vermont, a
small adult day center that had served seniors for 30 years announced that it would close
permanently, its operations stifled by social distancing requirements. Another, however,
managed to survive the shutdown and was seeking to reopen, albeit with reduced capacity
(Sauchelli, 2020).
When European museums reopened in the fall of 2020, visits were down to about onethird of normal. Museums whose business models relied heavily on ticket sales were much more
vulnerable than those with substantial government funding. Some museum authorities reported
that the upheaval had provided the impetus to examine and modify their business models,
including targeting new markets (Siegal, 2020).
By forcing nonprofits to adapt to new conditions, the pandemic spawned innovation in
the sector, albeit with inconsistent results. Some organizations that transitioned to virtual
programming expect to continue offering it, and some found new revenue streams. Others,
however, provided services that required in-person contact and were not nearly as amenable to
change (Alonso, 2020). Additionally, some nonprofits’ attempts to implement major changes
were thwarted. The Baltimore Museum of Art attempted to sell three prominent artists’

55
paintings, taking advantage of a temporary relaxation of Association of Art Museum Directors
guidelines (Sheets, 2020). However, the museum faced significant backlash in response to its
attempt to deaccession paintings, even though it intended to fund equity and diversity initiatives
with the proceeds. Although it ultimately abandoned its plan, multiple trustees resigned, and
major donation pledges were rescinded, in the process (Crow, 2020; McGlone, 2020).
Admonitions to Nonprofits to Innovate amid Disruption
The COVID-19 pandemic clearly subjected nonprofit organizations to stressful
conditions, and in many cases, such conditions were severe. Nevertheless, as noted in the
preceding paragraphs, the pandemic motivated many nonprofits to alter their service delivery.
According to Spruit and Dixon (2020), the pandemic illustrated clearly that companies need to
adapt more nimbly to customer demands and competitive realities, not according to fixed
planning cycles; additionally, strategy should be living and adaptive. Nevertheless, many
nonprofit organizations were reluctant to engage in strategic planning amid the pandemic,
focusing instead on shorter time horizons and adapting to the realities of compromised revenue
streams (“Nonprofits Find,” 2021).
Some of the more visionary observers of the nonprofit scene urged leaders in the sector to
see the pandemic as an opportunity for innovation and renewal. Jules and Worley (2020), for
example, argued that the pandemic and concurrent changes in the external environment required
business, nonprofit, and government leaders to reckon with the forces of change, discuss
uncomfortable topics, and foster organizational cultures characterized by strategic
responsiveness and ethical integrity. In higher education, there were calls (a) to consider the
alignment of mission, programs, institutional capabilities, and strategic realities (Carlson, 2020;
Gardner, 2021; Pierce, 2020); (b) to engage in planning and budgeting with an eye towards long-
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term transformation (Kolbe & Staisloff, 2020); and (c) to collaborate with similar kinds of
institutions in planning for the industry’s future (Kim, 2020).
Echoing the thinking of leadership gurus Heifetz and Laurie (1997/2001), Cowen (2020)
wrote that “what we in higher education need now to successfully undertake such a futureoriented transformational endeavor is a Skunk Works group that facilitates the process ‘from the
balcony’” (para. 10). Marcy’s (2021) urgent call to implement strategic change in higher
education could well apply across the nonprofit sector: “While the new normal is not yet clear,
and the old normal is unlikely to return for most campuses, there is much we can do to plan for a
more sustainable and more educationally robust future when we emerge from the pandemic”
(para. 6). Disruptive conditions thus constituted a call to bold leadership. In the minds of many
experts, the time was ripe for change, and many speculated as to its likely direction. The
following sub-section pursues that theme.
Predicted Effects of the Pandemic on Nonprofit Service Delivery
In many cases, the pandemic accelerated trends that were already present, such as the
transition from bricks-and-mortar retail to e-commerce (LeVine, 2020; Thompson, 2020) and the
growth of big businesses along with the demise of small and weaker ones (Kennedy, 2020;
Thompson, 2020). The pandemic also ushered in political uncertainty. Pressure for government
reform rose, a matter that is relevant to the nonprofit sector inasmuch as many organizations
derive a significant portion of their income directly or indirectly from government sources (“Life
after Lockdowns,” 2020). Additionally, concern was expressed about the long-term depletion of
the volunteer labor force (Theis, 2020).
Observers expressed that they expected cultural heritage institutions and arts
organizations to see substantial and lasting impacts from the pandemic. An industry report

57
published in June of 2020 estimated that one-third of the nation’s museums might be in danger of
closing permanently within the next 18 months (Marsh & Brock, 2020). The arts were seen as
likely to suffer particularly ill effects (LeVine, 2020), with the financial model underlying
massive arts complexes arguably no longer viable (Teachout, 2020). Nevertheless, the future was
not necessarily dismal. For example, upheaval could provide an opportunity for dance companies
to innovate their business models by enhancing online offerings and attracting younger audiences
(Welsh-Huggins, 2020). Furthermore, audience behaviors recorded during the pandemic
suggested that cultural institutions had an opportunity to align their programming with the
consumers who have become increasingly active in the digital realm (Cohen, 2020).
Colleges and universities were likely to face their own set of challenges, including
reduced funding due to significant drops in state revenue (Kolbe & Staisloff, 2020). The labor
force might contract, with certain kinds of jobs being lost permanently (Alexander, 2020;
Bauman, 2020; Carlson, 2020). Weak academic programs and small athletic programs would be
candidates for termination (Gardner, 2021), and capital construction would likely diminish
(Carlson, 2020). Additionally, patterns of demand for teaching, research, and service in various
disciplines were expected to shift (Alexander, 2020).
As noted in Chapter 1, nearly half (47%) of chief business officers in higher education
institutions surveyed in early June 2020 affirmed that their institutions should use the pandemic
as an occasion for transformation (Lederman, 2020). As reported by Lederman (2021), the same
closed-ended question was also fielded to college and university presidents in early 2021,
yielding a similar result (44%). However, when presidents were asked which actions their
institutions would take to improve their financial situation, suggested changes in service delivery
generally met a tepid response. Three forms of reduction (programs, physical footprints, and

58
extracurricular offerings) were affirmed by fewer than 40% of respondents, and only one
suggested change in service delivery (“reassess the long-term mix of in-person vs. virtual
education we offer”) met with substantial support (79%) (Lederman, 2021, “Adaptation and
Change” section). In fact, there seemed to be widespread agreement that the shift toward online
delivery of instruction and services begun during the pandemic would persist (Alexander, 2020;
Center for Collegiate Mental Health, 2021; Gardner, 2021; Jaschik, 2021). Additionally,
efficiencies that emerged as a result of pandemic-induced changes were likely to be retained (Lo
et al., 2020), and telework was expected to increase (Carlson, 2020).
According to Loomis (2020), “The impact of COVID-19 on many nonprofit
organizations … is like a wildfire. It is both destructive and has created an opportunity for
renewal” (p. 9). Nevertheless, as Daniels et al. (2020) noted, “The question going forward is
which of the changes charities have instituted since the Covid-19 outbreak started are temporary
and which will be woven into the fabric of the nonprofit world” (Seeing What Sticks section).
The uncertainty surrounding that question is the motivation behind the research reported here.
Conceptual Framework
This chapter has reviewed three bodies of literature: (a) theories of organizations and
their environments, (b) empirical studies of strategic change in nonprofit organizations, and (c)
emerging evidence of the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on nonprofit service delivery. These
three literatures provide progressively more granular insights regarding enduring changes in
nonprofit service delivery that may arise from the COVID-19 pandemic. The theoretical
literature reveals in general form what one might expect to observe if different sets of
assumptions hold true. The empirical literature explains how nonprofit organizations have
modified their service delivery during past events of disruption that are arguably somewhat
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analogous to the pandemic. Finally, the emerging evidence literature conveys anecdotes and
early survey findings regarding short-term service delivery impacts resulting from the pandemic;
additionally, it contains admonitions and predictions from expert observers concerning the
pandemic’s long-term impacts. The present section of the literature review distills findings from
the three bodies of literature to articulate a conceptual framework for the study.
Macmillan, writing in the spring of 2020, articulated critical research questions regarding
the impact of the pandemic on the third sector’s present and future. He suggested taking a
deliberately open-minded approach to the study of the pandemic, rejecting provincial devotion to
a single theory:
The Covid-19 pandemic would be seen … as a significant ‘macroevent,’ alongside war,
revolutions and military coups, or the climate emergency…. Perhaps the coronavirus
crisis is an opportunity for a wider dialogue and deeper engagement between hitherto
relatively siloed perspectives covering, for example, field theory, institutional theory,
systems theory and complexity theory. (p. 133)
As shown in Figure 1, the study reported here follows Macmillan’s (2020) advice by
drawing on three theoretical perspectives: strategic management, resource dependence theory,
and neo-institutional theory. These traditions lead to the anticipation of somewhat distinct
organizational responses to the pandemic. Business strategy theorists emphasize responses
focused on the pursuit of competitive advantage, whether by (a) selecting a defensible position
and supporting activities, (b) cultivating and exploiting valuable and distinctive resources or
capabilities, or (c) altering business models to deliver more value or achieve better financial
outcomes. The resource dependence perspective expects organizations to compete for resources
to reduce uncertainty and ensure that they remain viable under altered conditions. In this view,
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there may be relatively few incentives for an organization to collaborate outside the realm of its
coalitions. Finally, neo-institutional theory posits that organizations look at environmental
uncertainty through the lens of their interactions with organizations in their field. They may
adapt to changing conditions or they may refrain from doing so; in either case, they will make
choices out of a concern for maintaining legitimacy.
Figure 1
Anticipated Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic: Insights from Theories

As depicted in Figure 2, studies have revealed that several factors interact to bring about
strategic change in nonprofit organizations. Such factors include organizational mission,
finances, stakeholder interests, organizational attributes, and, of course, environmental change.
Furthermore, scholars have found that nonprofit organizations have altered their service delivery
in response to specific disruptive events. Service delivery changes have extended to the kinds of
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services delivered, the clients to whom they are delivered, and the conditions under which they
are delivered. Although disruption has often led to reduced service output, it has sometimes
spawned expansions involving new programs, clients, or geographic areas. Facing disruption,
nonprofit organizations have often found ways to deliver programs and services more
efficiently—for example, through creative uses of labor, technology, or collaboration with other
organizations.
Figure 2
Anticipated Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic: Insights from Empirical Studies

Figure 3 summarizes changes in nonprofit service delivery that were reported in popular
and professional literature in the early months of the pandemic. There is evidence to suggest that
the pandemic induced, at least temporarily, many of the same service delivery changes found to
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have emerged in past disruptions. However, in contrast with previous events, the pandemic
seemed to precipitate a shift toward online delivery of nonprofit services. Experts called for
organizations to adapt and even undergo transformation, but institutional environments appeared
to hinder the implementation of changes in some cases. Furthermore, certain nonprofit industries,
such as those concerned with cultural heritage or the arts, seemed to have borne more significant
impacts than others, at least in the short term.
Figure 3
Anticipated Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic: Insights from Emerging Evidence

Conclusion
Given that the COVID-19 pandemic has never occurred before in history, the literature
base about organizational responses to this disruptive event is only now emerging. Accordingly,
this chapter has examined three strands of literature that signal the kinds of service delivery
changes that public charities may have made under these conditions: (a) theories of organizations
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and their environments, (b) empirical studies of strategic change in nonprofit organizations, and
(c) emerging evidence of the pandemic’s impact on nonprofit service delivery. The final section
of the chapter has summarized insights from the literature that provide a reasonable basis for the
construction of survey and interview instruments for the study. These will be discussed in
Chapter 3.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
Given the COVID-19 pandemic’s severity, duration, and development, it seems
inevitable that the year 2020 will constitute a significant inflection point. Organizations did not
simply make temporary adjustments to quickly passing conditions. The pandemic not only
exposed organizations’ vulnerabilities; it also revealed opportunities for innovation. The extent
to which organizations would be transformed in the long term, and the nature of enduring
changes that they would adopt, were not immediately clear. This study aims to bring greater
clarity to the situation, focusing particularly on the nonprofit sector.
This study entailed systematic inquiry into the strategic service delivery changes that a
sample of nonprofit organizations made to ensure that they enacted their missions and remained
viable in an environment that was disrupted by the pandemic. Additionally, it investigated the
extent to which nonprofit organizations framed their service delivery choices in function of three
prominent theories regarding organizations and their environments.
This chapter begins with a description of the study’s design. Given that the study
involved a combination of methods, the chapter allocates a section to each phase of the study.
Quantitative and qualitative phases are treated in turn, each covering relevant research questions,
participants, and procedures for data collection and analysis. Following this discussion of
methods is a summary of measures taken to protect the interests of participants in the study.
Research Design
The basic approach of the study is mixed methods, in which “the integration of
qualitative and quantitative data yields additional insight beyond the information provided by
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either the quantitative or qualitative data alone” (Creswell & Creswell, 2020, pp. 23–24). Greene
et al. (1989) distinguished five purposes for mixing quantitative and qualitative methods. Two of
those purposes—complementarity and development—apply to this study. Complementarity
entails using the “the results from one method to elaborate, enhance, or illustrate the results from
the other” (Greene et al., 1989, p. 266). In this case, qualitative data were gathered to add
dimension to quantitative data. Mixing the methods for the purpose of development involves
implementing them in sequence, with results from the first phase guiding the second phase.
The specific approach reported here is that of an explanatory sequential mixed-methods
study, wherein quantitative data are collected and analyzed first, and the results of the first phase
inform planning for the second (qualitative) phase (Creswell & Creswell, 2020; DeCuir-Gunby
& Schutz, 2017). The quantitative phase of the study influenced execution of the qualitative
portion in a few ways:


generating a list of survey respondents who were willing to be interviewed and
suggesting demographic parameters for the selection of interviewees



identifying service delivery choices to be explored in interviews



producing findings that led to slight modification of the interview protocol

The study exhibited equivalent-status design, wherein “the researcher conducts the study
using both the quantitative and the qualitative approaches, roughly equally, to understand the
phenomenon under study” (Molina-Azorín, 2018, p. 106). Using the mixed-methods design
notation that various authors (e.g., Creswell & Creswell, 2020; DeCuir-Gunby & Schutz, 2017)
have adopted, the study followed the QUAN → QUAL form, wherein the two methods are
equally important and the qualitative method follows the quantitative. Although data collection
occurred in discrete quantitative and qualitative phases, the former influenced the latter. Analysis
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reported in Chapter 4 will consciously seek to reconcile findings from the two data sets.
At the outset of the study, the impact of the pandemic on nonprofit service delivery was
unknown. The advantage of the explanatory sequential mixed-methods approach was that it had
the potential to combine the strengths of its component parts and offset their weaknesses.
Because public charities are diverse as to size, age, focal area, and the presence or absence of a
faith-based identity, a qualitative study, by definition involving a small number of organizations,
could hardly purport to distinguish reliably among the various kinds of organizations that make
up the sector. To achieve this perspective, the study began with a quantitative component; data
were collected via an online survey that consisted of closed-ended items. This was followed by a
qualitative phase, implemented via interviews with key informants, which sought to explain the
nuances of a complex subject.
Each phase of the study examined two critical issues: (a) service delivery changes that
emerged in public charities during the pandemic and were likely to persist, and (b) views of the
relationship between public charities and their environments that explained these service delivery
changes. The first of these was pursued with reference to specific categories of nonprofits,
whereas the second considered the sector as a whole. Overall, the study sought to discover how
the landscape of nonprofit service delivery might have shifted because of the pandemic.
Quantitative Phase
Bielefeld (2006) discussed several arguments for conducting research in the field of
nonprofit management, and particularly for doing so with quantitative methods. Generally,
organizational research can counter misinformed management fads that are propounded by the
popular press. Additionally, research that is specific to nonprofit organizations acknowledges the
very real possibility that “ideas and theories developed for for-profits may not be appropriate for
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the nonprofit setting” (Bielefeld, 2006, p. 396). Finally, because quantitative designs control
bias, measure precise relationships between variables, and produce generalizable findings, they
can provide effective guidance for managerial actions. Nevertheless, such designs are not
common. As reported in Chapter 2, Laurett and Ferreira’s (2018) systematic literature review
found that quantitative studies accounted for only 19% of journal articles on nonprofit strategy
published between 1981 and 2016. The inclusion of a quantitative component in this study
addresses one of their recommendations for future research in the field.
Given the strengths of quantitative research, the first phase of the study reported here
entailed distributing a survey. By its very nature, a survey reflects the experiences of a broader
range of organizations than can be considered in a purely qualitative study. Since variables were
not manipulated, the quantitative phase exhibited a correlational design (Schwartz et al., 2019).
Research Questions
The quantitative phase sought to answer two research questions:
RQ1: Was there a tendency for nonprofit service delivery to change in scope or conditions
during the pandemic?


RQ1A: Did the tendency for service delivery changes that took place during the
pandemic differ based on organizational attributes (age, size, focus, faith-based
identity) or respondent demographics (organizational role, sex)?



RQ1B: Did the tendency for service delivery changes that took place during the
pandemic differ based on organizations’ reported stance toward three theories
(strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism)?

RQ2: Are changes in the scope or conditions of nonprofit service delivery expected to
persist?
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RQ2A: Do the type and direction of service delivery changes that are expected to
persist differ based on organizational attributes (age, size, focus, faith-based
identity) or respondent demographics (organizational role, sex)?



RQ2B: Do the type and direction of service delivery changes that are expected to
persist differ based on organizations’ reported stance toward three theories
(strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism)?

Participants and Recruitment
In an ideal world, a researcher might hope to distribute an online survey to a list of email
addresses that represents a large population thoroughly, accurately, and without duplicate entries.
However, such high-quality lists are labor-intensive and costly to produce and maintain. The
researcher aimed to conduct research that would be relevant to the Virginia piedmont, where he
lived and worked. Recognizing that an email directory of nonprofit leaders practicing in this
region, if available, would likely not be affordable, in mid-April 2022 the researcher arranged to
distribute survey invitations via four networks of nonprofits in the region. Collectively, these
networks’ email lists were estimated to provide access to at least 800 individuals who were
affiliated with 500 or more organizations. Although the networks confirmed that they had
forwarded the researcher’s email invitation and/or posted its contents to social media, only eight
valid responses were collected over a 3-week period.
This outcome clearly being inadequate, the researcher set out to compile a database of
email addresses. The researcher began by combining lists of nonprofit organizations from two
websites: ProPublica Nonprofit Explorer and Nonprofit Locator. In each case, lists were limited
to organizations that were reported to have offices of record in one of 23 locales across Central
and Southside Virginia: Altavista, Amherst, Appomattox, Bedford, Brookneal, Charlottesville,
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Chatham, Crozet, Danville, Forest, Gordonsville, Halifax, Keswick, Lovingston, Lynchburg,
Madison Heights, Martinsville, Moneta, Ruckersville, Rustburg, South Boston, Stanardsville,
and Waynesboro. These lists were further limited to include only those organizations with
evidence of active operation, as demonstrated by total assets of at least $250,000 or annual
revenue of $100,000.
Over the course of about 3 weeks, the researcher performed Web searches for
approximately 800 organizations on these lists. Whenever he was able to locate a website or a
Facebook page for an organization, he browsed the site/page for email addresses. If only a
generic address was available, this was captured. However, if a personnel directory was
available, he selected one or more addresses for individuals that would likely be in a position to
answer survey questions knowledgeably. Depending on available information and the size of an
organization, addresses were captured for executive directors, executives with responsibility for
operations or programming, board members, and the like. This effort led to the collection of
about 360 personal addresses and names in addition to 190 generic addresses.
As the researcher went through the steps just described, it became evident that the
procedure largely excluded churches, which, although generally being tax-exempt, are not
required to apply for 501(c)(3) status or file information returns with the Internal Revenue
Service. Therefore, the researcher began the process of compiling an additional database of email
addresses for churches and church leaders in the region. The initial step consisted of compiling
from the Church Finder website a list of nearly 800 churches with addresses in the 23 locales
previously mentioned. After sorting this list in random order, the researcher repeated the Web
searching procedure, going far enough into the list to compile about 100 addresses—roughly
equally split between personal and generic contacts.
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On May 20, 2022, with hundreds of addresses already in hand, the researcher began
distributing invitations via email, using a mail merge application called GMass. The free version
of this application allowed for distribution of up to 50 messages per day. Over the course of
nearly 1 month, addresses of individual nonprofit leaders were sent two messages, an initial
invitation and a reminder (see Appendices A and B, respectively). Generic organization
addresses received a single message (see Appendix C). The researcher followed analogous
processes for church leader addresses (initial and reminder messages; see Appendices D and E,
respectively) and generic church addresses (initial messages only; see Appendix F).
Additionally, during the first 2 weeks of the campaign, the researcher called approximately 50
organizations in the cities of Lynchburg and Charlottesville, requesting contact information
and/or encouraging responses. The researcher closed the survey on June 25, 2022, having
collected 175 valid responses.
Discussion of respondent demographics is found in Chapter 4. In brief, the survey
attracted responses from leaders of many different kinds of public charities: organizations of
diverse age and size, operating in various spheres, with a substantial minority identifying
themselves as faith-based. It is difficult to say with confidence that the respondent pool
adequately represents the national nonprofit universe. Nevertheless, the piedmont corridor
represents a remarkably varied spectrum of Virginia life, incorporating both urban and rural
settings and a range of cultural identities. Although the choice to use a regional sample was to
some extent a matter of convenience, the respondent pool is believed to be large and diverse
enough to reflect broader trends in nonprofit service delivery that resulted from the pandemic.
Data Collection: The Survey Instrument and Its Administration
Salamon, Geller, and Spence (2009) noted the difficulty of administering a survey whose
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results represent the entire U.S. nonprofit sector. The fact that public charities vary widely in size
is a significant challenge, raising the question of whether a survey researcher should focus
attention on small charitable organizations, which are numerous, or on large ones, which account
for a substantial share of sector activity. Instead of taking a national view, this study focused on a
region within the Commonwealth of Virginia. Furthermore, it did not aim primarily to produce
findings that represented the entire sector, but rather to measure whether service delivery
decisions arising from the COVID-19 pandemic differed based on the attributes of the public
charities or the leaders that represented them. The survey was fielded with the expectation of
generating value within Virginia’s piedmont region regardless of the extent to which the sample
represented the nation’s public charity universe.
The survey was administered in Qualtrics XM, a cloud-based system with robust survey
research capabilities. A copy of the survey instrument appears as Appendix G. It consisted of
four segments that are referred to as “blocks.” Qualtrics XM rolled out the content of the survey
to each participant one block at a time.
Block 1
Block 1 was the gateway to the survey. It provided information to enable potential
participants to decide whether they were eligible and willing to take the survey. It concluded by
asking, “Do you consent to participate and allow your data to be used for research purposes?”
Only participants who answered Yes could proceed to Block 2.
Block 2
Block 2 consisted of two parts. It began with a series of six demographic questions. Four
of these described the public charity that the respondent represented:


Year of founding: This data point enabled the researcher to calculate the
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organization’s age, an attribute that has been used to categorize nonprofits in
prior studies of organizational change (e.g., Mosley et al., 2012; Ogliastri et al.,
2016).


Expenditures in most recent fiscal year: This multiple-choice measure was a
surrogate for organizational size. Prior studies of nonprofits amid uncertainty
and crisis have distinguished organizations of various sizes based on financial
measures such as annual revenues (Fyffe, 2014), annual expenditures (Mosley
et al., 2012), and operating budgets (Stid, et al., 2014). Five expenditure range
options were devised to account for the reality that public charities in the
piedmont region vary widely in size, with many presumably having annual
expenditures of $1 million or less.



Area of focus: This item asked respondents to select from a list of 10 major
service areas (e.g., Education, Health, Human Services) that are used to
categorize public charities in the Internal Revenue Service’s National
Taxonomy of Exempt Entities (NTEE). This taxonomy has been adopted in
multiple studies of organizational responses to crisis and uncertainty (e.g.,
Gilstrap et al., 2016; Shea & Hamilton, 2015; Stid et al., 2014).



Faith-based identity or mission: This simple Yes/No item allowed the
researcher to assess potential differences between faith-based and non-sectarian
organizations.

Two additional demographic items in Block 2 had to do with the survey respondent:


Organizational role: This multiple-choice item asked respondents to select the
option that best aligned with their role (e.g., board member, executive director
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or chief executive officer, fundraising staff or executive).


Sex: This multiple-choice item was pertinent in view of prior studies that have
produced findings of sex-based differences in leadership.

The remaining items in Block 2 followed a matrix format, asking respondents to register
whether, as a result of the pandemic, their public charity had altered its service delivery in 14
specific ways. The researcher drafted these items based on findings from studies of past
nonprofit crises as well as emerging evidence of the pandemic’s impact. (For discussion, see
Chapter 2, especially Figures 2 and 3.) Examples of items in the matrix included offering new
programs or services, reducing service hours, and delivering programs or services virtually.
Respondents rated each of the 14 items on a 7-point Likert scale with a neutral mid-point.
Block 3
Block 3 consisted of two parts. The first part was a matrix that prompted respondents to
rate the likelihood that service delivery changes made as a result of the pandemic would persist.
The matrix used a 7-point Likert-style scale with a neutral mid-point. The instrument was
programmed to present only those items from the Block 2 matrix that respondents had rated with
a score of 5 (Somewhat agree), 6 (Agree), or 7 (Strongly agree).
The second part of Block 3 comprised three questions that asked respondents to rate their
(dis)agreement with statements about how their organization responded to uncertain conditions
brought on by the pandemic. The researcher drafted these statements to represent the essence of
three views of organizations and their environments: strategic management, resource dependence
theory, and neo-institutional theory. The language of the statements was consistent with the
discussion found in Chapter 2 and summarized in Figure 1. The rating scale for these items
followed a 7-point scale and had a neutral mid-point. The quantitative component of Akingbola’s
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(2006) study provided a precedent for asking nonprofit leaders to compare their organizations’
strategy to statements that reflect theoretical constructs.
Block 4
Block 4 concluded the survey. In addition to thanking respondents for their participation,
it offered them the option of submitting their contact information if they wished to do any of the
following:


enter a drawing for one of the incentives that was offered to induce participation



obtain access to a summary of survey findings once the data had been collected
and analyzed



indicate their willingness to participate in a qualitative interview in the second
phase of the study

If respondents chose to submit their contact information (see Appendix H), their submission was
recorded in a file that was separate from the survey data, thus helping to maintain the anonymity
of survey responses.
Development of the Instrument
The instrument’s content was original. The researcher developed it in consultation with
the members of his dissertation committee after engaging with the literature reviewed in Chapter
2. Although survey items from other studies were not re-used, valuable precedents were found in
research conducted by Akingbola (2006), Arik et al. (2016), and Mosley et al. (2012). The
researcher obtained approval from the University of Lynchburg Institutional Review Board to
conduct a pilot study using a preliminary version of the survey. The instrument concluded with
two open-ended questions that prompted respondents to provide comments about the survey.
Between November 2021 and January 2022, the researcher collected responses from five
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nonprofit leaders. Pilot study data enabled the researcher make further adjustments to the
instrument through a process that included consultation with a member of the dissertation
committee and discussion of selected survey items with two additional nonprofit leaders.
Data Analysis
Imputation of Values Missing from the Block 3 Matrix
As noted in the previous section, in Block 3 of the survey, respondents were only asked
to rate the likelihood that particular service delivery changes would persist if they had affirmed
in Block 2 that said changes had been made due to the pandemic. This design feature reduced the
amount of effort required to complete the survey, presumably making it less likely that
respondents would drop out before reaching the end of the instrument, but it also left many
Block 3 items with missing values. This section describes the procedure that was used to fill in
values that were missing from the Block 3 matrix data.
If respondents had affirmed the fact of a service delivery change by providing an
agreeing response (5, 6, or 7) in the Block 2 matrix, they were then prompted to provide a
corresponding likelihood score in the Block 3 matrix. In such cases, two data points were
collected for that type of change. The researcher calculated the mean difference between
responses to the corresponding Block 2 and Block 3 matrix items. As shown in Table 6, the
mean differences between Block 2 and Block 3 responses varied widely from one kind of change
to another. In sum, certain kinds of change, if initially made, were much more likely than others
to persist.
In those cases where a survey respondent was not prompted to respond to an item in the
Block 3 matrix, the researcher entered a substitute by summing the Block 2 item score with the
corresponding mean difference found in Table 6. As an example, if a respondent entered a 4
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Table 6
Maximum Adjustments Applied to Generate Data Missing from the Block 3 Matrix
Type of service delivery change

Mean difference
between Block 2 and
Block 3 matrix
responses

1. Offering new programs or services

–0.64

2. Delivering programs or services to more clients

–0.35

3. Scaling back programs or services

–3.49

4. Implementing or increasing fees for services

–0.39

5. Increasing coordination or collaboration with other organizations

–0.03

6. Reducing service hours

–3.47

7. Increasing service hours

–1.21

8. Relying more on volunteer labor

–0.44

9. Relying less on volunteer labor

–3.07

10. Closing offices or program sites

–3.63

11. Offering programs or services in new venues

–0.99

12. Delivering programs or services virtually

–1.38

13. Altering services to increase efficiency

–0.58

14. Altering program/service formats to meet client needs

–0.59

value when asked in Block 2 if their organization had offered new programs or services, a value
of 4.00 – 0.64 = 3.36 was imputed to the corresponding item in Block 3. If a sum resulted in a
value lower than the minimum of 1, the missing value was replaced with the minimum.
The researcher determined to fill in missing values as described in this section to make
full use of the 175 valid survey responses that had been collected, thus providing a realistic
opportunity to test for statistically significant relationships and differences. The imputation of
missing data was viewed as a reasonable course of action given that the study aimed to explore a
new phenomenon rather than to test hypotheses. The researcher demonstrated concern for the
accuracy of the data by choosing the method of imputation described here over two other
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alternatives that failed to account for differences between the various matrix items. Nevertheless,
given that nearly half (49.2%) of the data points used in the analysis of the Block 3 matrix were
the product of imputation, caution is advised in the interpretation of findings concerning service
delivery changes expected to persist.
A Priori Dependent Variables
In Block 2 of the survey, Q10 presented a matrix of 14 service delivery changes that
nonprofits might have made because of the pandemic. Respondents were asked to rate on a 7point scale whether they agreed that their organizations made such changes. Each respondent’s
answers to these items were entered into formulas to generate two dependent variables—Scope
and Conditions—that described patterns of change in their organization.
Scope refers to the expansion or contraction of a nonprofit’s programs and services; a
higher score denotes expansion, while a lower one signifies contraction. A composite Scope
score was calculated from eight matrix items that described changes in the organization’s
capacity to deliver services, whether relating to the range of services that it offered or to the
extent of its clientele. Such concerns are in the traditional domain of strategic management,
which, as Rothaermel (2013) noted, “is as much about deciding what not to do, as it is about
deciding what to do” (p. 6). As Table 7 shows, not all items contributed equally to the Scope
score. Three items had a clear connection to this construct, and thus were weighted with a full
point, whether positively (items 1 and 2) or negatively (item 3). As discussed in the following
paragraphs, five other items had a less direct connection; therefore, the researcher, relying on
insights from the literature and on consultation with a committee member, assigned them a lower
absolute weight.
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Table 7
Weights Applied to Matrix Data to Calculate Scope and Conditions Scores
Type of service delivery change

Weight applied
to Scope score

Weight applied
to Conditions
score

1. Offering new programs or services

1.0

0.0

2. Delivering programs or services to more clients

1.0

0.0

3. Scaling back programs or services

–1.0

0.0

4. Implementing or increasing fees for services

–0.5

1.0

5. Increasing coordination or collaboration with other
organizations

0.0

1.0

6. Reducing service hours

–0.75

1.0

7. Increasing service hours

0.75

1.0

8. Relying more on volunteer labor

0.0

1.0

9. Relying less on volunteer labor

0.0

1.0

10. Closing offices or program sites

–0.5

1.0

11. Offering programs or services in new venues

0.5

1.0

12. Delivering programs or services virtually

0.0

1.0

13. Altering services to increase efficiency

0.0

1.0

14. Altering program/service formats to meet client needs

0.0

1.0

Stid et al. (2014) found evidence that a small percentage of human service organizations
had reduced service hours due to loss of revenue during the Great Recession. Emerging evidence
suggested that some nonprofits took the same course during the pandemic (Gray, 2020).
Although such actions were presumably not taken with the intent of reducing services rendered,
this was likely a side effect. Accordingly, item 6 was assigned a weight of –0.75. The
diametrically opposite change represented in item 7, admittedly an unlikely course of action
(Arik et al., 2016), was assigned a weight of 0.75.
During the Great Recession, revenue losses led some nonprofit organizations to close
offices or program sites (Fyffe, 2014; Stid et al., 2014). Such decisions were presumably
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implemented to reduce costs while avoiding significant harm to service delivery. Nevertheless,
because service is likely to suffer to some extent under this type of change, item 10 was assigned
to contribute to the Scope construct at a weight of –0.5.
Reporting on research conducted before the onset of the pandemic, McDonald et al.
(2021) found that some arts organizations, facing changing environments, had used alternative
venues as a means of reducing costs. Toward the beginning of the pandemic, Theis (2020)
reported that some nonprofits had delivered services in outdoor locations to maintain social
distancing. As these examples illustrate, the act of offering programs or services in new venues
did not necessarily entail an expansion of services. Therefore, item 11 was deemed to contribute
to Scope with a weight of 0.5.
Alexander’s (2000) study of nonprofit adaptive strategies found that some organizations
had commercialized their services with the goal of subsidizing services to those unable, or less
able, to pay for them. Mosley et al.’s (2012) research described nonprofits’ pursuit of earned
income, including charging clients fees for services, as a means of achieving a degree of control
amid financial uncertainty. In these cases, implementing or increasing fees for services was
undertaken primarily for financial reasons. Nevertheless, because such changes might tend to
reduce focus on other clients, item 4 was assigned a weight of –0.5.1
Conditions refers to alteration of the terms under which a nonprofit delivered programs

1

It is significant to note that the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted labor markets and supply
chains in ways that challenged organizations’ capacity to meet demand for their outputs. In some
cases, demand for products and services increased. Under such economic conditions, it is
conceivable that some nonprofits implemented or increased fees as a defensive measure—an
effort to prioritize service delivery activities in the context of constrained resources. Regardless
of whether demand for a nonprofit’s services increased, a shift to greater reliance on fees would
likely be associated with a reduction in the scope of services.
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and services. This construct corresponds largely to the domain of operations management
(Meredith & Shafer, 2013), encompassing elements such as locations, hours, technologies, use of
volunteer labor, and service fees. Eleven matrix items contributed to this construct (4, 5, 6, 7, 8,
9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14), all with a full point. Operational changes in opposing directions (e.g.,
reductions or increases in service hours) equally constituted changes in service conditions and
thus contributed to increase the composite score.
Block 3 also contained a matrix question, Q11, that consisted of the same 14 items found
in Q10. However, Q11 had a different overall prompt, asking respondents to rate the likelihood
that service delivery changes made because of the pandemic would persist. The weights shown
in Table 7 were also applied to the data collected in Q11. Resulting dependent variables are
Persistent Scope (where higher scores denote persistent expansion of a nonprofit’s programs and
services) and Persistent Conditions (where higher scores indicate persistent changes in the terms
under which services are delivered).
In calculating the Scope score for an organization (EO), the following was used:
__

14

EO = 

(WiEOi)

 (O = 1 to N) N = Total # of Organizations

i=1

where
Wi = The Scope score weight for question i, where
W1 = W2 = +1.0
W3 = –1.0
W7 = 0.75
W6 = –0.75
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W11 = +0.5
W4 = W10 = –0.5
EOi = The Likert score for organization O for question i, and
__
EO = Overall Scope score for organization O
The same procedure applied to Persistent Scope, drawing on data from Q11.
In calculating the Conditions score for an organization (EO), the following was used:
__

14

EO = 

(WiEOi)

 (O = 1 to N) N = Total # of Organizations

i=1

where
Wi = The Conditions score weight for question i, where
W4 = W5 = W6 = W7 = W8 = W9 = W10 = W11 = W12 = W13 = W14 = +1.0
EOi = The Likert score for organization O for question i, and
__
EO = Overall Conditions score for organization O
The same procedure applied to Persistent Conditions, drawing on data from Q11.
In order to communicate the scores most effectively, the dependent scores were also
standardized (0–100). In order to do this, the minimum and maximum scores for each dependent
variable had to be calculated.
For Scope and Persistent Scope, the standardized score was calculated as follows:
__
Maximum EO = 20
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__
Minimum EO = –16
In order to scale the variables from 0 to 100, the following transformation was made:
SEO = (EO + 16) / 36 * 100
where
SEO = The standardized Scope score for organization O
For Conditions and Persistent Conditions, the standardized score was calculated as
follows:
__
Maximum EO = 77
__
Minimum EO = 11
In order to scale the variables from 0 to 100, the following transformation was made:
SEO = (EO – 11) / 66 * 100
where
SEO = The standardized Conditions score for organization O
A Posteriori Dependent Variables
Once survey data had been collected, the researcher used IBM® SPSS® Statistics
Version 28 to generate a posteriori dependent variables. Specifically, he reduced each set of
matrix items to a limited number of dimensions that could be used as dependent variables in
subsequent correlational analysis. This section describes the process and outcomes of this
exploratory factor analysis.
The researcher conducted distinct dimension reduction procedures for each matrix. This
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process involved consideration of the following:


Eigenvalues, with preference for components with scores of 1.00 or higher



scree plots, with visual inspection for an “elbow” in the graph



factor loading, with each factor exhibiting conceptual coherence and consisting of
at least three variables, each with a target coefficient of .40 or higher



total variance explained, with a target of at least 60%



communalities, with preference for items with scores of .40 or higher



Cronbach’s alpha scores, with a target of at least .70

Table 8 shows the results of factor analysis conducted for data collected via the Block 2
matrix (i.e., service delivery changes attributable to the COVID-19 pandemic). Beginning with
14 questions, the researcher iteratively narrowed the focus to just 7 questions that loaded on two
Table 8
Results from a Factor Analysis of Service Delivery Changes Attributable to the Pandemic
Item from Block 2 matrix

Factor loading
1

2

1. Offering new programs or services

0.75

0.15

2. Delivering programs or services to more clients

0.72

–0.09

13. Altering services to increase efficiency

0.80

–0.09

14. Altering program/service formats to meet client needs

0.80

–0.08

3. Scaling back programs or services

–0.09

0.79

6. Reducing service hours

–0.01

0.85

10. Closing offices or program sites

0.00

0.75

Factor 1: Alignment

Factor 2: Retrenchment

Note. N = 175. The extraction method was principal component analysis with orthogonal
(varimax with Kaiser normalization) rotation. Factor loadings above .40 are in bold.
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factors. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was .66. Bartlett’s test of
sphericity was significant (p < .001). All communality scores exceeded .50. The two factors
explained 61.8% of variance. Cronbach’s alpha for Factor 1, labeled as Alignment, was .76.
Cronbach’s alpha for Factor 2, labeled as Retrenchment, was .71.
Table 9 shows the results of factor analysis conducted for data collected via the Block 3
matrix (i.e., service delivery changes likely to persist). Beginning with 14 questions, the
researcher iteratively narrowed the focus to just 9 questions that loaded on two factors. The
Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was .76. Bartlett’s test of sphericity was
significant (p < .001). All communality scores except one exceeded .40. The two factors
explained 54.4% of variance. Cronbach’s alpha for Factor 1, labeled as Persistent Opportunity,
was .81. Cronbach’s alpha for Factor 2, labeled as Persistent Retrenchment, was .65.
Dimension reduction efforts undertaken for Block 2 and 3 matrices led to similar results.
In each case, the second factors that were extracted (Retrenchment and Persistent Retrenchment)
encompassed precisely the same three survey items. The first factor extracted from Block 2
matrix data, labeled as Alignment, consisted of four survey items. However, the first factor
extracted from Block 3 matrix data, labeled as Persistent Opportunity, included the same four
survey items plus two additional ones.
Independent Variables
Independent variables were as follows:


four attributes of the organization elicited in Block 2 of the survey: age,
expenditures in most recent fiscal year, NTEE classification, and faith-based
identity or mission
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Table 9
Results from a Factor Analysis of Service Delivery Changes Likely to Persist
Item from Block 3 matrix

Factor loading
1

2

1. Offering new programs or services

0.74

–0.04

2. Delivering programs or services to more clients

0.74

–0.14

5. Increasing coordination or collaboration with other organizations

0.65

–0.05

11. Offering programs or services in new venues

0.61

0.14

13. Altering services to increase efficiency

0.78

0.03

14. Altering program/service formats to meet client needs

0.77

–0.07

3. Scaling back programs or services

–0.04

0.79

6. Reducing service hours

–0.01

0.77

10. Closing offices or program sites

–0.01

0.73

Factor 1: Persistent Opportunity

Factor 2: Persistent Retrenchment

Note. N = 175. The extraction method was principal component analysis with orthogonal
(varimax with Kaiser normalization) rotation. Factor loadings above .40 are in bold.


two attributes of the respondents elicited in Block 2 of the survey: organizational
role and sex



ratings of the organization’s congruence with three theoretical orientations
presented in Block 3 of the survey: strategic management, resource dependence
theory, and neo-institutional theory

Statistical Procedures
Statistical procedures were carried out with IBM® SPSS® Statistics Version 28,
supplemented by Microsoft Excel for the researcher’s convenience. Descriptive statistics were
used to summarize respondent demographics, service delivery changes made and likely to
persist, and views on the relevance of three theories of organizations and their environments.
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Inferential statistics were calculated to test for relationships between variables and to probe
potential differences between groups. Findings from these procedures are reported in Chapter 4.
Qualitative Phase
Many phenomena are best studied with regard for nuances and context; that is, they are
very difficult, if not impossible, to quantify. Moreover, they cannot be understood thoroughly
unless they are examined in their natural setting. As Creswell and Poth (2018) noted, qualitative
research answers the need to attend to the setting in which a phenomenon of interest arises.
Moreover, Galaskiewicz and Bielefeld (1998), authors of a robust quantitative study of change in
nonprofit organizations, concluded their book by commending the merits of qualitative methods
for future research on organizational change.
The second phase of the study constituted what Lichtman (2013) called “a generic
approach” (p. 114) to qualitative research. In other words, it did not conform to any specific
qualitative archetype, such as grounded theory or phenomenology. Relying on individual
interviews with key informants, the qualitative phase provided a means for capturing some of the
depth and dimension of a new phenomenon—not merely asking what happened, but why it
happened. The qualitative portion of the study thus fused the empirical and the theoretical.
Although the qualitative research reported here did not fully fit the category of a multiple
case study, the use of interviews to inquire into multiple organizations’ experiences meant that
some of the attributes of a multiple case study applied. As Stake (1995) noted,
a number of cases may be studied jointly in order to investigate a phenomenon,
population, or general condition. I call this multiple case study or collective case study. It
is instrumental study extended to several cases. … They are chosen because it is believed
that understanding them will lead to better understanding, and perhaps better theorizing,
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about a still larger collection of cases. (pp. 445–446)
According to Eisenhardt (1989), in a mixed-methods case study, “the qualitative data are
useful for understanding the rationale or theory underlying relationships revealed in the
quantitative data” (p. 538). The collection of interviews about a diverse set of organizations
seemed particularly suited to a study of change induced by a novel set of conditions, for “when
little is known about a phenomenon, … theory building from case study research is particularly
appropriate” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 548).
Research Questions
The qualitative phase sought to answer two research questions:
RQ3: How do nonprofit executives in different settings describe enduring service delivery
changes implemented in response to the pandemic?
RQ4: How do service delivery choices described by nonprofit executives relate to theories
of organizations and their environments?
Participants
Selection of participants for the qualitative phase of an explanatory sequential mixedmethods study is a critical matter. As advised by Creswell and Creswell (2020), participants in
the qualitative phase were chosen from among the participants in the quantitative phase. Coffey
et al. (2017) referred to this as nested sampling. This approach was necessary to achieve the aim
of complementarity, as described by Greene et al. (1989), wherein quantitative and qualitative
methods are used to study the same phenomenon in mutually enhancing ways.
The panel of interviewees engaged for the qualitative phase constituted a purposeful
sample—that is, “a group of people that can best inform the researcher about the research
problem under examination” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 148). Willing informants were recruited

88
during the quantitative phase; at the conclusion of the survey, respondents were asked to supply
their contact details and demographic information if they consented to be contacted for a followup interview in the second phase of the research (see Appendix H).
Seventy-four survey respondents—all leaders of public charities with offices in the
Virginia piedmont—indicated initial willingness to be interviewed. Thirty-eight responded to a
further request for screening contact information. In August and September of 2022, the
researcher arranged and conducted interviews with seven of these volunteers. The panel of
interviewees exhibited two key attributes. First, it was made up of key informants—those who by
virtue of their roles in public charities were apprised of service delivery choices made because of
the pandemic. According to Patton (2015), “key informant interviews are widely used to identify
trends and future directions” (p. 284). Given that one of the roles of a positional leader is to
guide followers through disruptive change (Heifetz, 1994), it was advantageous to select
interviewees who held senior offices in their respective organizations. Indeed, this is an approach
with substantial precedent. By way of example, Table 10 lists five qualitative studies of change
in nonprofit organizations that were cited in Chapter 2, all of which involved interviews of highlevel informants.
Balan-Vnuk and Vnuk (2015) explained that they chose to interview chief executive and
financial officers “due to their seniority and ability to provide an overall perspective of the
activities of the organization” (p. 212). According to Tucker and Parker (2013), accessing highlevel executives was particularly appropriate to their study of organizational strategy: “chief
executive officers (CEOs) and other senior executives were chosen as interviewees because they
are responsible for ensuring that strategy is formulated and for the management controls intended
to implement these strategies” (p. 92). On the other hand, Weerawardena and Mort (2012)
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Table 10
Qualitative Studies of Nonprofit Change Using Senior Executives as Key Informants
Study

Number of
informants

Role(s) of informants

Focus of study

Balan-Vnuk &
Balan, 2015

5

Chief executive officers (n =
4) and a chief financial
officer (n = 1)

Business model
innovation in nonprofit
social enterprises

Fyffe, 2014

7

Executive directors (n = 7)

Attributes of resilient
nonprofits

Gilstrap et al.,
2016

43

Unspecified numbers of chief
executive officers,
presidents, managers,
executive directors, and
development directors

Nonprofit leaders’
definitions of crisis in
the life of an
organization

Tucker &
Parker,
2013

32

Most senior position (n = 28),
other positions (n = 4)

Managerial control and
strategy in nonprofits

Weerawardena
& Mort,
2012

9

Chief executive officers (n =
6), other senior managers (n
= 3)

Nature and determinants
of innovation in
nonprofits

explained that “data on strategy gathered from middle and lower managers have questionable
validity because these managers typically do not have access to information about how the entire
system operates” (p. 94).
The interview panel was also developed to achieve the goal of heterogeneity, otherwise
referred to as maximum variation. Patton (2015) described this approach as “picking a wide
range of cases … (1) to document diversity and (2) to identify important common patterns” (p.
267). Molina-Azorín (2018) explained the use of explanatory sequential design to aid in the
selection of participants for the second (qualitative) phase: “researchers … form groups based on
quantitative aspects, using these quantitative participant characteristics to guide purposeful
sampling for a next qualitative phase” (p. 111). Demographic data captured from those willing to
be interviewed were entered into a matrix to develop a panel whose members differed from one
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another as much as possible on key organizational and personal attributes.
All panelists satisfied the criterion of being a key informant. Five held the office of
executive director or its equivalent; the remaining two served in leadership roles in the areas of
programming or operations. All had evident knowledge of their organization’s programs and
services before and after the onset of the pandemic. Interviewees included five women and two
men. Taken as a whole, the panel met the criterion of maximum variation, with panelists’
organizations exhibiting diversity as to age, annual expenditures, NTEE classification, and
location within the region, among other characteristics. Further description of the panel’s
diversity appears in the qualitative phase section of Chapter 4.
Data Collection
According to Patton (2015), “The purpose of qualitative interviewing is to capture how
those being interviewed view their world to learn their terminology and judgments, and to
capture the complexities of their individual perceptions and experiences” (p. 442). As illustrated
in de Jong and den Hartog’s (2007) study, in-depth interviewing is well suited to the exploration
of poorly understood phenomena, particularly when combined with insights from extant
literature.
To elicit descriptive data, the researcher employed what Patton (2015) labeled the
“interview guide approach” (p. 438), wherein areas of intended inquiry are defined before the
interview begins but exact question sequence and wording are not predetermined. In a guided
interview, as Lichtman (2013) called it, “although the general structure is the same for all
individuals being interviewed, the interviewer can vary the questions as the situation demands”
(p. 191). This approach creates a framework that provides for consistency across multiple
interviews even while it allows the researcher a measure of flexibility “to explore, probe, and ask
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questions that will elucidate and illuminate” (Patton, 2015, p. 439).
As detailed in Appendix I, the interview protocol consisted of open-ended questions that
inquired in a curious, non-judgmental manner; built rapport; proceeded from the general to the
specific; and sought clarity regarding organizational choices and the context in which they were
made. In keeping with the study’s explanatory sequential mixed-methods design, survey data
were collected and were analyzed to a substantial degree before interviews were conducted.
Quantitative findings informed the questions that were included in the interview guide (Creswell
& Creswell, 2020). The bullets below summarize the trajectory that was specified for each
interview:


the interviewee’s organization and role



the organization’s pre-pandemic services and programs



the pandemic’s broad effect on the organization’s operations



the evolution of the organization’s service delivery during the pandemic



anticipated persistence of service delivery changes



pressures that influenced service delivery choices during the pandemic



summary impact of the pandemic on future delivery of programs and services

Following Lichtman’s (2013) advice, the researcher concluded each interview by asking, “Do
you have anything you want to add that we have not discussed?”
Interviews ranged in length from 49 and 64 minutes, with an average of 55 minutes. The
researcher gauged when to end interviews based on each participant’s willingness and ability to
articulate useful data. Four interviews were conducted via Google Meet videoconference; the
remaining three took place in person. The choice between virtual and in-person venues depended
on various factors, including the preference of the interviewee, technological factors, and the
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proximity of the organization’s office to the researcher’s home and workplace. Interviews that
took place via Google Meet were recorded in the same system; a portable digital recorder
captured interviews that were conducted in person. In addition to recording interviews digitally,
the researcher took notes during and/or immediately following interviews. The researcher also
wrote occasional reflections about the interview process, identifying opportunities for improved
outcomes in later interviews.
The researcher conducted interviews over a 6-week period in August and September
2022. In most cases, the researcher transcribed and coded an interview no more than a week after
conducting it. (Details of these processes appear in the following section.) Interviews were
conducted to the point of data saturation—that is, until the researcher was confident that no new
insights were emerging (Lichtman, 2013). The researcher noticed signs of saturation following
the fourth interview, and this evidence continued to accumulate through the seventh.
Data Analysis
Analysis of the qualitative data collected in this study was a recursive sense-making
process. It began when interviews were conducted and continued with the creation of analytical
memos shortly thereafter (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Having captured digital recordings of the
interviews, the researcher used Microsoft Stream and Microsoft 365 to produce automated
transcripts. The researcher then listened to the recordings and edited the automated transcripts to
produce verbatim transcripts, ensuring the availability of faithful replicas of his interactions with
interviewees. Additionally, the process of editing transcripts provided an opportunity for him to
become immersed in the data before formal coding began (Lichtman, 2013). As insights emerged
in the reading and cleaning of transcripts, the researcher wrote additional analytical memos.
Coding was an inductive, iterative process whereby the researcher assigned initial codes
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to the interview transcripts and gradually refined the codes as further data were gathered and
analyzed. As illustrated in Figure 4, the researcher created a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to
manage the coding process. When coding a segment of a transcript, the researcher not only
applied one or more codes, but also made brief notes as to the aspects of the code(s) that the
interviewee’s statement addressed.
Figure 4
Excerpt from Coding Spreadsheet

The coding process generally involved at least three successive stages:


Initial assignment of codes



Identification of particularly quotable statements and association with appropriate
codes



Review of coding for consistency and thoroughness

Application of codes proceeded in parallel with the creation of a codebook, illustrated in Figure
5, that established the parameters of each code and assembled illustrative quotes (Creswell &
Poth, 2018).
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Figure 5
Excerpt from Codebook

One of the essential features of qualitative research is that the researcher functions
directly as an instrument—not only in the collection of data, but also in their analysis (Patton,
2015). Qualitative researchers differ as to whether they think it appropriate to determine in
advance the codes that will be used to mark up data (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lichtman, 2013).
This researcher sided with the majority who “take the position that the codes emerge from the
data via a process of reading and thinking about the text material” (Lichtman, 2013, p. 48).
Nevertheless, given that RQ4 called for elucidating how accounts of service delivery choices
made in different settings relate to theories of organizations and their environments, codes and
notes were assigned in the context of familiarity with such theories. As Tracy (2010) noted, “a
researcher with a head full of theories, and a case full of abundant data, is best prepared to see
nuance and complexity” (p. 841).
Malinowski (1922), a pioneering ethnographer, explained the critical tension between
theory and openness that the researcher aimed to achieve:
Good training in theory, and acquaintance with its latest results, is not identical with
being burdened with “preconceived ideas.” If a man sets out on an expedition,
determined to prove certain hypotheses, if he is incapable of changing his views
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constantly and casting them off ungrudgingly under the pressure of evidence, needless to
say his work will be worthless. But the more problems he brings with him into the field,
the more he is in the habit of moulding his theories according to facts, and of seeing facts
in their bearing upon theory, the better he is equipped for the work. Preconceived ideas
are pernicious in any scientific work, but foreshadowed problems are the main
endowment of a scientific thinker, and these problems are first revealed to the observer
by his theoretical studies. (pp. 8–9)
In some ways, data analysis continued through the researcher’s production of the written
report contained in Chapter 4. As he wrote up his findings, the researcher compared qualitative
data that reflected the experiences of different organizations. In keeping with Eisenhardt’s (1989)
prescriptions for building theory from case study research, this sort of cross-case comparison
identified similarities and differences that helped to explain how various (kinds of) organizations
took divergent approaches to service delivery in the pandemic. Before analysis was considered
complete, the researcher made a version of the emerging report available to all interviewees,
inviting them to request corrections or offer clarification. Feedback received in response to said
invitation—what Tracy (2010) referred to as “member reflections” (p. 844)—was reviewed and
appropriate edits were made, enhancing the credibility of the report.
Thick description is a key means of conveying credible research findings (Tracy, 2010).
The researcher used this technique to achieve verisimilitude, an idealized attribute that Creswell
and Poth (2018) equated with “a level of detail that makes the work come alive” (p. 232).
Accordingly, qualitative findings in Chapter 4 contain copious quotes from interviewees, many
of which are more than 70 words long. Following Tracy’s (2010) nomenclature, coverage in
Chapter 4 has a primary emphasis on showing (description), whereas Chapter 5 focuses on
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telling (synthesis/interpretation).
This dissertation being an individual research product, coding outputs created during the
analysis process were not subject to interrater reliability. Nevertheless, the researcher took
various steps to minimize the effects of personal biases on the coding and reporting of interview
data. Although he was deeply engaged in the subject matter, the researcher was genuinely
interested in learning about the pandemic’s impacts on nonprofit service delivery. The researcher
applied and refined codes in a manner that reflected knowledge gained from the literature
review, analysis of survey data, and the process of collecting and analyzing interview data.
Furthermore, the researcher used coding as a vehicle for organizing insights gained from
informants, not for the primary purpose of interpretation.
Writing his report without the space constraints that would apply to a journal article, the
researcher sought to prioritize informants’ voices, including extended quotes and notation of
non-verbal cues such as vocal emphasis, laughter, and sighs. Additionally, he presented findings
in a way that acknowledged the complexity of the subject matter, including tensions between the
narrated experiences of different interviewees and between qualitative and quantitative data sets.
These nuances are perhaps most evident in the researcher’s discussion of theories that might
explain organizational responses to the pandemic. Finally, the researcher’s willingness to subject
his report to interviewees’ scrutiny and alter it accordingly served to offset the impact of bias in
the coding process.
Reflexivity
Patton (2015) argued forcefully that the qualitative researcher is “the instrument of
inquiry” (p. 3). Similarly, Lichtman (2013) called for the recognition “that the researcher is the
instrument through which all meaning comes and that he or she shapes the research and is shaped
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by it” (p. 165). More specifically, Patton (2015) admonished researchers to grasp that their
credibility is intrinsically connected with factors such as their “background, experience, training,
skills, interpersonal competence, capacity for empathy, [and] cross-cultural sensitivity” (p. 3).
Based on the assumption that the collection and analysis of qualitative data cannot be separated
from the identity and attributes of the researcher, the paragraphs that follow describe the human
instrument who carried out the research.
Gregory A. Smith was born in Kansas City, Missouri, in 1972. His parents’ involvement
in local church ministry led him to spend portions of his childhood in West Virginia and
Oklahoma, and later in Mexico and Chile. By the time that he graduated from high school in
1989, he had attended nine different schools (in public, private, and home settings) and had
studied three languages (Spanish, French, and German) in addition to his native English.
Although his intercultural experiences were sometimes challenging, they were ultimately
enjoyable and rewarding.
Greg spent his undergraduate years at Baptist Bible College (Missouri), initially
intending to enter vocational church work. Early in his college career, however, he gained a
passion for Christian higher education. As a junior, he began working in the campus library. He
graduated in 1994 with a Bachelor of Arts in Missions and Bible, having studied yet another
language (Koiné Greek).
In 1995, Greg was appointed to succeed his retiring boss as Library Director at Baptist
Bible College. Less than 2 months later, he married Niki Manweiler, whom he had dated for
more than 2 years. He began graduate work at the University of Missouri–Columbia in 1996,
earning a Master of Arts in Information Science and Learning Technologies (Library Science)
two-and-a-half years later.
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Greg and Niki welcomed sons into their home in 1999 and 2002. In 2003, the family
relocated to Virginia and Greg became a library administrator at another Christian institution,
Liberty University, where he hoped to earn a doctoral degree. The institution’s enrollment grew
at a rapid pace for the next few years, and the demands of family life and work curtailed his
educational pursuits in the short term. In 2015, however, he completed the Master of Business
Administration degree. In 2019, he began pursuing the Doctor of Education in Leadership
Studies at the University of Lynchburg.
As a young child, Greg made a conscious decision to become a follower of Jesus Christ.
As a teenager, he made a commitment to read from the Bible daily. Continuing this habit to the
present—a span of 35 years—has shaped his character development, personal relationships,
academic activities, and career choices. Over the course of his adult life, he has invested
substantially in the mission of Christian nonprofits through employment, financial support, and
volunteer service.
Greg took the CliftonStrengths assessment in 2019, identifying his key talents as Learner,
Intellection, Analytical, Input, and Responsibility. These strengths are consistent with his
educational pursuits and his employment as a librarian and academic administrator.
Nevertheless, these and other of Greg’s attributes can be liabilities under certain conditions. For
example, he tends to be introverted, conflict-averse, overly analytical, and inconsistent as a
listener.
Greg’s philosophical position stems from his identity as a Christian theist. Early in his
professional career, he articulated the parameters of Christian education in terms of five
dimensions of truth: its knowability, objectivity, unity, practicality, and spirituality (Smith,
2000/2002). Ontologically, Greg views phenomena in the world around him as objective
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realities. Notwithstanding this realist ontology, his epistemology allows for the notion that, in
practice, knowledge of reality is personal and socially constructed (Creswell & Poth, 2018). He
undertakes research with the goal of expressing findings that approximate reality, all the while
realizing that human fallibility—his own as well as that of research participants and readers—
precludes the apprehension of comprehensive, incontrovertible truth. Thus, his philosophy
incorporates an element of pragmatism that strikes a moderate position between the extremes of
positivism and constructivism (Yin, 2016).
In regard to axiology, Greg holds deep personal appreciation for the work of nonprofit
organizations. He believes that nonprofits perform important functions that neither governments
nor for-profit enterprises can be depended on to fulfill responsibly, if at all. This value
orientation has motivated and has been nurtured by his long-time service—paid and volunteer—
in the nonprofit sector. Nevertheless, he is increasingly aware of the fact that, at least in the
United States, many nonprofits are highly intertwined with government. Furthermore, he
recognizes that the nonprofit sector is extremely diverse, encompassing organizations that hold
diametrically opposite visions and values. Cognizance of these realities serves to temper his
enthusiasm about the nonprofit world.
As implied by the preceding paragraphs, Greg is something of a paradox. As someone
who has spent decades cultivating a biblical worldview, he is a man of strong doctrinal and
moral conviction. Some might equate such conviction with narrow-mindedness, but Greg has
also developed habits of critical thinking and openness by completing 46 graduate courses in six
fields: leadership studies (14), business (12), library science (10), education (5), communication
studies (4), and religion (1). Keenly interested in learning new things and integrating knowledge
across disciplinary boundaries, he has the capacity to hold his own views at bay to consider
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others’ perspectives. He is reasonably aware of his biases and he is willing to examine evidence
that might contradict positions that he holds. Nevertheless, in the interest of maintaining a degree
of objectivity in the qualitative phase of the study, he avoided arranging interviews with
individuals whose organizations pursue causes that stand in direct conflict with his personal
views. Consistent with a realist/neopositivist approach, he employed interview procedures that
promoted neutrality and detachment (Lichtman, 2013).
Research Ethics and Protection of Human Subjects
The researcher took a variety of measures to protect the interests of the individuals and
organizations involved in the research. First, the researcher and members of his dissertation
committee completed training in the ethics of research involving human subjects. Second, the
researcher worked with the Institutional Review Board at the University of Lynchburg to design
research procedures that entailed minimal risk for participants. (Approval numbers for the pilot
survey and the full, mixed methods study were LHS2122054 and LHS2122117, respectively.)
Such procedures governed matters such as informed consent, data collection and storage, and
data reporting. Measures employed in the full study included the following:


Recruitment protocols that avoided manipulation of potential participants (see
Appendices A through F for the text of emails used)



Informed consent procedures designed to ensure that survey respondents and
interviewees were at least 18 years old and had considered the risks and
benefits of participation (see Block 1 of survey instrument in Appendix G and
interview consent form in Appendix J)



Collection of survey data in a password-protected system (Qualtrics XM) that
was accessible only to the student-researcher
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Inclusion of a limited number of demographic questions on the survey, with all
being formatted to allow for non-response



Collection of email addresses in a form separate from survey data in cases
where survey respondents elected to do any of the following: (a) enter a prize
drawing, (b) request a report of survey findings, and/or (c) volunteer to be
interviewed



Reporting of survey data in aggregated form, thus ensuring the confidentiality
of individual responses



Omission of the identities of interviewees and their organizations from the
research report



Provision of an advanced draft of the qualitative report to all interviewees with
an opportunity to request correction of errors or removal of sensitive
information



Maintenance of survey and interview data in password-encrypted files stored in
folders that were accessible only to authorized investigators



Planned retention of data for 3 years

The study was designed to generate insights about enduring changes that arose in the
nonprofit sector as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, and these will hopefully lead to better
approaches to nonprofit management, policy-making, and research. Nevertheless, these purposes
were not pursued in isolation. As described in this section, the study was conducted to balance
the interests of participants and the organizations that they represented, minimizing the risks that
they incurred and offering them some benefit in exchange for their participation.
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Conclusion
This chapter has presented the rationale for studying nonprofit service delivery changes
via an explanatory sequential mixed-methods design. It has explained how participants were
recruited, and how data were collected and analyzed, in each phase of the study. Given that the
researcher is a key part of qualitative instrumentation, the chapter has conveyed the personal
background that underlay his interest in the subject and that shaped his analysis. Finally, the
chapter has explained how the study was conducted to protect the interests of participants.
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CHAPTER 4
RESEARCH FINDINGS
Introduction
As detailed in Chapter 3, this study entailed systematic inquiry into the strategic service
delivery changes that a sample of nonprofit organizations made to ensure that they enacted their
missions and remained viable in an environment that was disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Additionally, it investigated the extent to which nonprofit organizations framed their service
delivery choices in function of three prominent theories regarding organizations and their
environments. The researcher accomplished this through a combination of quantitative and
qualitative inquiry. The scope of the investigation was bounded by four research questions.
RQ1: Was there a tendency for nonprofit service delivery to change in scope or conditions
during the pandemic?


RQ1A: Did the tendency for service delivery changes that took place during the
pandemic differ based on organizational attributes (age, size, focus, faith-based
identity) or respondent demographics (organizational role, sex)?



RQ1B: Did the tendency for service delivery changes that took place during the
pandemic differ based on organizations’ reported stance toward three theories
(strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism)?

RQ2: Are changes in the scope or conditions of nonprofit service delivery expected to
persist?


RQ2A: Do the type and direction of service delivery changes that are expected to
persist differ based on organizational attributes (age, size, focus, faith-based
identity) or respondent demographics (organizational role, sex)?
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RQ2B: Do the type and direction of service delivery changes that are expected to
persist differ based on organizations’ reported stance toward three theories
(strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism)?

RQ3: How do nonprofit executives in different settings describe enduring service delivery
changes implemented in response to the pandemic?
RQ4: How do service delivery choices described by nonprofit executives relate to theories
of organizations and their environments?
The contents of Chapter 4 mirror the order in which the study was carried out. Findings
from the quantitative (survey) phase are presented first. Findings from the qualitative (interview)
phase appear next. Following this, efforts are made to integrate findings from the quantitative
and qualitative data sets.
Findings from the Quantitative Research Phase
This major section of Chapter 4 elaborates findings from survey responses collected from
leaders of public charities operating in Virginia’s piedmont region. Generally, the section seeks
to answer two research questions:
RQ1: Was there a tendency for nonprofit service delivery to change in scope or conditions
during the pandemic?
RQ2: Are changes in the scope or conditions of nonprofit service delivery expected to
persist?
More specifically, the report organizes the researcher’s findings under five headings:


Descriptive Statistics



Summary of Statistically Significant Survey Findings



Organization Attributes and Patterns of Service Delivery Change
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Respondent Attributes and Patterns of Service Delivery Change



Organization Theoretical Perspectives and Patterns of Service Delivery Change

Descriptive Statistics
This section reports descriptive statistics (frequency counts, distributions, and measures
of central tendency and variability) to analyze respondents’ demographic attributes and to
summarize survey responses regarding (a) service delivery changes attributable to the COVID19 pandemic, (b) likely persistence of service delivery changes, and (c) agreement with three
theories of organizations and their environments.
Survey Respondent Demographics
Survey distribution efforts attracted 175 responses that represented a cross-section of
public charities operating in Central and Southside Virginia. As detailed in Table 11, respondents
represented organizations that were diverse as to age, expenditures, National Taxonomy of
Exempt Entities (NTEE) classification, and presence of a faith-based mission or identity. The
median organizational age was 40 years. Annual expenditures, a surrogate for organizational size
and complexity, ranged from less than $250,000 to more than $5,000,000, with five predefined
expenditure categories achieving roughly equal representation. Respondents were associated
with organizations that fell into all but one of ten NTEE core codes; the exception was
International, Foreign Affairs. Three classifications—Human Services, Education, and ReligionRelated—combined to account for 61.7% of all responses. Roughly one-third (34.9%) of
responses came from leaders associated with faith-based organizations.
The survey itself did not ask respondents to identity their organization’s location.
Nevertheless, information collected from respondents who later volunteered to be interviewed
made it clear that survey responses reflected the experiences of organizations located in or near
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Table 11
Attributes of Survey Respondents’ Organizations
Organization attribute

n

%

1-50

108

61.7

51-100

36

20.6

101-150

24

13.7

151-200

3

1.7

201-250

3

1.7

No response

1

0.6

$250,000 or less

44

25.1

$250,001-500,000

36

20.6

$500,001-1,000,000

28

16.0

$1,000,001-5,000,000

39

22.3

More than $5,000,000

26

14.9

No response

2

1.1

Arts, Culture, and Humanities

16

9.1

Education

31

17.7

Environment and Animals

4

2.3

Health

10

5.7

Human Services

52

29.7

Mutual/Membership Benefit

2

1.1

Public, Societal Benefit

19

10.9

Religion-Related

25

14.3

Other or Unknown

16

9.1

No

114

65.1

Yes

61

34.9

Age (years)

Expenditures (most recent fiscal year)

NTEE classification

Faith-based mission/identity

Note. N = 175. Total of percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding.
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more than a dozen communities in the Virginia piedmont: Altavista, Amherst, Appomattox,
Bedford, Charlottesville, Danville, Forest, Lynchburg, Martinsville, Moneta, South Boston,
Stanardsville, and Waynesboro. Taken collectively, organizational demographics affirm that
survey distribution successfully achieved the goal of representing a wide array of public
charities.
As discussed in Chapter 3, previous research on organizational strategy has emphasized
the need to elicit information from expert informants (e.g., McDonald, 2007; Weerawardena &
Mort, 2012). Accordingly, the researcher aimed to elicit survey responses from nonprofit leaders
who had specific knowledge of service delivery changes brought about by the COVID-19
pandemic. Organizational role data summarized in Table 12 shows that two categories of
respondents, executive directors and service/program officers, accounted for more than threeTable 12
Survey Respondents’ Personal Attributes
Respondent attribute

n

%

Board member

10

5.7

Executive director or chief executive officer

104

59.4

Fundraising staff or executive

4

2.3

Marketing staff or executive

3

1.7

Service/program staff or executive

30

17.1

Volunteer management staff or executive

7

4.0

Other

17

9.7

Female

99

56.6

Male

71

40.6

Prefer not to answer

5

2.9

Role in organization

Sex

Note. N = 175. Total of percentages may not equal 100 because of rounding.
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quarters (76.6%) of all responses. The fact that persons in such roles constituted a large majority
of respondents gives confidence in the validity of the survey data.
Service Delivery Changes Attributable to the Pandemic
A matrix of questions in Block 2 of the survey explored the extent to which respondents’
organizations had made 14 service delivery changes because of the pandemic. Results from these
items are summarized in Table 13. The changes with the highest mean scores, all of which
Table 13
Service Delivery Changes Made as a Result of the Pandemic
Type of service delivery change

M

SD

% in
agreementa

1. Offering new programs or services

5.12

1.92

69.7

2. Delivering programs or services to more clients

4.57

2.02

52.6

3. Scaling back programs or services

4.44

2.09

58.3

4. Implementing or increasing fees for services

2.18

1.59

10.3

5. Increasing coordination or collaboration with other
organizations

4.85

1.74

64.6

6. Reducing service hours

3.61

2.16

41.7

7. Increasing service hours

3.25

1.91

26.9

8. Relying more on volunteer labor

3.15

1.87

18.3

9. Relying less on volunteer labor

3.88

1.91

32.0

10. Closing offices or program sites

3.63

2.22

40.6

11. Offering programs or services in new venues

4.51

2.12

56.6

12. Delivering programs or services virtually

5.66

1.86

82.3

13. Altering services to increase efficiency

5.35

1.62

75.4

14. Altering program/service formats to meet client
needs

5.67

1.45

81.7

Note. Scores are based on a 7-point scale with a neutral mid-point.
a

Percentages include responses labeled as “Somewhat agree” (5), “Agree” (6), and “Strongly

agree” (7).
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attracted affirmation from at least 75% of respondents, were altering program/service formats to
meet client needs (5.67), delivering programs or services virtually (5.66), and altering services to
increase efficiency (5.35). Changes with the lowest mean scores, none of which were affirmed
by 30% of respondents, were implementing or increasing fees for services (2.18), relying more
on volunteer labor (3.15), and increasing service hours (3.25).
Likely Persistence of Service Delivery Changes Attributable to the Pandemic
A second matrix of 14 questions appeared in Block 3 of the survey, probing the
likelihood that changes made because of the pandemic would persist. Results from these items
are summarized in Table 14. Persistent changes with the highest mean scores, all of which
attracted affirmation from at least 55% of respondents, were altering program/service formats to
meet client needs (5.10), increasing coordination or collaboration with other organizations
(4.83), and altering services to increase efficiency (4.80). Persistent changes with the lowest
mean scores, none of which were affirmed by 10% of respondents, were closing offices or
program sites (1.56), reducing service hours (1.59), and relying less on volunteer labor (1.66).
Figure 6 visualizes differences between changes made because of the pandemic and
changes expected to persist (as reported in Tables 13 and 14, respectively). Clearly, changes such
as scaling back programs or services or relying less on volunteer labor, to the extent that they
were induced by the pandemic, were generally temporary. By contrast, other changes, where
made, seem quite likely to persist; a notable example is increasing coordination or collaboration
with other organizations. Overall, Table 14 and Figure 6 convey that the pandemic exerted a
transformative influence among public charities targeted in the study. Six service delivery
changes achieved mean likely persistence scores higher than the neutral mid-point, and five of
these were affirmed by at least 50% of respondents.
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Table 14
Service Delivery Changes Likely to Persist
Type of service delivery change

M

SD

% indicating change
likely to persista
Total

If change
initially
madeb

1. Offering new programs or services

4.51

2.17

53.1

76.2

2. Delivering programs or services to more
clients

4.24

2.16

45.7

87.0

3. Scaling back programs or services

1.89

1.59

8.6

14.7

4. Implementing or increasing fees for services

1.98

1.52

8.0

77.8

5. Increasing coordination or collaboration with
other organizations

4.83

1.87

56.6

87.6

6. Reducing service hours

1.59

1.31

5.1

12.3

7. Increasing service hours

2.36

1.75

14.3

53.2

8. Relying more on volunteer labor

2.82

1.83

14.9

81.3

9. Relying less on volunteer labor

1.66

1.50

6.9

21.4

10. Closing offices or program sites

1.56

1.30

6.3

15.5

11. Offering programs or services in new venues

3.67

2.23

42.3

74.7

12. Delivering programs or services virtually

4.40

2.32

54.3

66.0

13. Altering services to increase efficiency

4.80

1.78

61.1

81.1

14. Altering program/service formats to meet
client needs

5.10

1.78

65.7

80.4

Note. Scores are based on a 7-point scale with a neutral mid-point labeled as “4 - Not sure.”
Poles were labeled as “1 - Very unlikely” and “7 - Very likely”; intermediate numbers were
unlabeled. Mean, standard deviation, and percentage of total columns represent a substantial
amount of imputed data, as discussed in Chapter 3.
a

Percentages include responses that were 5 or higher.

b

Includes only respondents that answered the corresponding item in Block 2 with a 5 or higher.
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Figure 6
Mean Scores for Changes Attributable to the Pandemic and Changes Likely to Persist

Note. Service delivery changes are sorted in descending order based on mean scores indicating
that they were attributable to the pandemic.
Views on the Relevance of Three Theories to Organization’s Approach to Uncertainty
As discussed in Chapter 2, various theories have been advanced to explain how
organizations relate to their environments. Three lenses—strategic management, resource
dependence theory, and neo-institutional theory—have often been used in published studies as
the basis for analyzing nonprofits’ responses to uncertainty and disruption (see Table 4). The
survey employed in the quantitative phase of this study explored whether those three theories
aligned with nonprofits’ approaches to uncertain conditions that emerged during the pandemic.
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Table 15 summarizes the extent to which survey respondents expressed agreement with
statements that synthesized each theory. Each of the theories achieved a measure of agreement
from more than 80% of respondents. By a narrow margin, resource dependence theory obtained
the highest mean score (5.68). Strategic management elicited the second highest mean (5.64), but
with a standard deviation (1.56) that was much higher than that of the other two theories. These
observations, consistent with other studies, suggest that no single theory was adequate to explain
the actions of all nonprofits represented in the survey, but that all three found significant support
from some respondents. This preliminary conclusion will be discussed in later sections of the
report.
Table 15
Agreement with Three Theories of Organizations and Their Environments
Theory

M

SD

% in
agreementa

Strategic management

5.64

1.56

84.6

Resource dependence theory

5.68

1.39

84.6

Neo-institutional theory

5.49

1.34

83.4

Note. Scores are based on a 7-point scale with a neutral mid-point.
a

Percentages include responses labeled as “Somewhat agree” (5), “Agree” (6), and “Strongly

agree” (7).
Summary of Statistically Significant Survey Findings
The following three segments of this chapter report findings from the application of
inferential statistics to the survey data. All three seek to assess patterns of service delivery,
expressed in the form of eight dependent variables. Given the length of the report, a summary of
statistically significant findings is presented first as a courtesy to the reader.
Full explanation of the dependent variables appears in Chapter 3. As summarized in
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Table 16, some were defined a priori based on literature about organizational responses to crises,
while others represent factors extracted a posteriori from survey data. The first four denote
patterns of service delivery change resulting from the pandemic, while the remaining four refer
to patterns of change expected to be sustained.
Table 16
Descriptions of Dependent Variables
Variable name

Variable description

Variables describing patterns of changes made
Scope

A priori variable; denotes tendency to expand or contract
programs/services

Conditions

A priori variable; denotes the extent of changes affecting
program/service delivery

Alignment

A posteriori variable; denotes tendency to make
opportunistic program/service delivery changes, including
increasing efficiency and offering new services

Retrenchment

A posteriori variable; denotes tendency to limit range,
hours, and/or location of programs/services

Variables describing patterns of sustained changes
Persistent Scope

A priori variable; denotes sustained expansion or
contraction of programs/services

Persistent Conditions

A priori variable; denotes the extent of sustained changes
affecting program/service delivery

Persistent Opportunity

A posteriori variable; denotes sustained growth or
improvement of program/services

Persistent Retrenchment

A posteriori variable; denotes sustained limits on range,
hours, and/or location of programs/services

Note. With one exception, all variables in the lower half of the table encompass the same survey
items as variables occupying the same position in the upper half. Persistent Opportunity includes
two items not encompassed in Alignment.
Short-Term Service Delivery Changes
The following paragraphs summarize statistically significant findings that involved
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service delivery changes that were made, regardless of the likelihood of their persistence.
Findings are presented for Scope, Conditions, Alignment, and Retrenchment. Full explanations
of the tests that were run appear in subsequent sections.
Scope scores for organizations with expenditures of $250,000 or less (Mdn = 49.31) were
lower than those of organizations with expenditures of $500,001-1,000,000 (Mdn = 59.72) (p =
.036). Additionally, an organization’s congruence with strategic management positively
predicted Scope (p = .018), accounting for 3.2% of explained variability.
Conditions scores for faith-based organizations (mean rank = 105.53) were higher than
for non-faith-based organizations (mean rank = 78.62) (p < .001). Also, Conditions scores for
Board members (Mdn = 44.70) were lower than those for Service/program staff or executives
(Mdn = 57.58) (p = .019). Finally, an organization’s congruence with strategic management
positively predicted Conditions (p = .004), accounting for 4.6% of explained variability.
Alignment scores for organizations with expenditures of $250,000 or less (mean rank =
66.63) were lower than those of organizations with expenditures of more than $5,000,000 (mean
rank = 103.69) (p = .027). Additionally, Alignment scores for Board members (mean rank =
43.80) were lower than those for all other groups: Executive directors or chief executive officers
(mean rank = 87.94) (p = .050), Service/program staff or executives (mean rank = 96.75) (p =
.025), and Other roles (mean rank = 94.00) (p = .038). Finally, an organization’s congruence
with strategic management positively predicted a version of Alignment that had been
transformed to address negative skewness (p < .001), accounting for 7.2% of explained
variability.
An organization’s age positively predicted Retrenchment (p = .050), accounting for 2.2%
of explained variability. Additionally, Retrenchment scores for Human Services organizations
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(mean rank = 65.76) were lower than those for organizations in two other NTEE classifications:
Arts, Culture, and Humanities (mean rank = 111.13) (p = .024) and Religion-Related (mean rank
= 104.98) (p = .020). Finally, Retrenchment scores for faith-based organizations (mean rank =
100.02) were higher than for non-faith-based organizations (mean rank = 81.57) (p = .021).
Persistent Service Delivery Changes
The following paragraphs summarize statistically significant findings that involved
service delivery changes expected to persist. Findings are presented for Persistent Scope,
Persistent Conditions, Persistent Opportunity, and Persistent Retrenchment. Full explanations of
the tests that were run appear in subsequent sections. As discussed in Chapter 3, these four
variables rely substantially on imputed data.
Persistent Scope scores for organizations with expenditures of $250,000 or less (mean
rank = 60.91) were lower than those for two other groups: those with expenditures of $250,001500,000 (mean rank = 98.74) (p = .008) and those with expenditures of $500,001-1,000,000
(mean rank = 100.34) (p = .011). Additionally, an organization’s congruence with strategic
management positively predicted Persistent Scope (p = .019), accounting for 3.2% of explained
variability.
Persistent Conditions scores for organizations with expenditures of $250,000 or less
(mean rank = 71.82) were lower than those for organizations with expenditures of more than
$5,000,000 (mean rank = 110.56) (p = .018). Additionally, Persistent Conditions scores for
Board members were lower (M = 24.48) than for two other groups: Executive directors or chief
executive officers (M = 36.81) (p = .018) and Service/program staff or executives (M = 38.34) (p
= .015). Finally, an organization’s congruence with strategic management positively predicted
Persistent Conditions (p = .002), accounting for 5.3% of explained variability.
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Persistent Opportunity scores for organizations with expenditures of $250,000 or less (M
= 48.01) were lower than for two other organization groups: those with expenditures of
$250,001-500,000 (M = 62.59) (p = .044) and those with expenditures of more than $5,000,000
(M = 67.90) (p = .006). Additionally, Persistent Opportunity scores for Board members (Mdn =
30.69) were lower than for two other respondent groups: Executive directors or chief executive
officers (Mdn = 61.13) (p = .041) and Service/program staff or executives (Mdn = 64.31) (p =
.034). Finally, an organization’s congruence with strategic management positively predicted
Persistent Opportunity (p = .001), accounting for 5.9% of explained variability.
Persistent Retrenchment scores for organizations with varying expenditures were found
to be different, as assessed by a Kruskall-Wallis H test (p = .029). However, post hoc analysis
was unable to identify statistically significant differences between any group combinations (p >
.05).
Organization Attributes and Patterns of Service Delivery Change
This section of the report conveys the results of statistical tests employed to determine if
there were significant relationships between four organizational attributes (age, expenditures,
NTEE classification, and faith-based identity/mission) and eight dependent variables that
described patterns of service delivery change (all resulting from various combinations of
responses to the survey’s matrix questions). For descriptions of the dependent variables, see
Table 16 earlier in this chapter.
Organization Age
This section presents findings from the researcher’s efforts to predict the eight dependent
variables from organization age. As summarized in Table 17, linear regression revealed that
organization age predicted just one variable, Retrenchment. Non-normal distributions precluded
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efforts to run linear regression in three cases. Details of the analysis of each variable appear in
the following paragraphs.
Table 17
Results of Statistical Analyses Involving Organization Age
Dependent variable

Statistical test

Result

A priori dependent variables
Scope

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .320)

Conditions (transformed to
correct negative skewness)

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .232)

Persistent Scope

None (unable to correct
negative kurtosis)

Not applicable

Persistent Conditions

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .247)

Alignment

None (unable to correct
negative skewness)

Not applicable

Retrenchment

Linear regression

Statistically significant prediction
of IV (p = .050)

Persistent Opportunity

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .601)

Persistent Retrenchment

None (unable to correct
positive skewness)

Not applicable

A posteriori dependent variables

As a condition for running linear regression between organization age and a priori
variables, the researcher assessed linearity, homoscedasticity, absence of outliers, independence
of observations, and normality of residuals. Assessments involved visual inspection of a
scatterplot, histogram, and P-P plot; examination of cases outside the boundaries of ±3.29
standard deviations; and calculation of the Durbin-Watson statistic. These assumptions were not
fully satisfied in the case of two a priori and two a posteriori variables, as noted in the following
discussion.
A linear regression was unable to predict Scope from an organization’s age, F(1, 172) =
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.995, p = .320.
An initial regression between organization age and Conditions yielded a violation of the
assumption of the normality of residuals. Negative skewness in the distribution of Conditions
scores was addressed by transforming the variable as follows:
ConditionsNegSkewRemoved = (SQRT (101) – SQRT (101 – Conditions)) / 9.05 * 100
This adjustment having been made, all assumptions were satisfied. A linear regression was
unable to predict ConditionsNegSkewRemoved from an organization’s age, F(1, 172) = 1.437, p
= .232.
An initial regression between organization age and Persistent Scope yielded a violation of
the assumption of the normality of residuals. Efforts to transform Persistent Scope scores and
correct negative kurtosis in their distribution were unsuccessful.
A linear regression was unable to predict Persistent Conditions from an organization’s
age, F(1, 172) = 1.352, p = .247.
An initial regression between organization age and Alignment yielded a violation of the
assumption of the normality of residuals. Efforts to transform Alignment scores and correct
negative skewness in their distribution were unsuccessful.
A linear regression established that an organization’s age could statistically significantly
predict Retrenchment, F(1, 172) = 3.891, p = .050. Organization age accounted for 2.2% of the
explained variability in Retrenchment. The regression equation was: Retrenchment = 42.929 +
0.095 * age in years.
A linear regression was unable to predict Persistent Opportunity from an organization’s
age, F(1, 172) = .275, p = .601.
An initial regression between organization age and Persistent Retrenchment yielded a
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violation of the assumption of the normality of residuals. Efforts to transform Persistent Scope
scores and correct positive skewness in their distribution were unsuccessful.
Organization Expenditures
This section presents findings from the researcher’s efforts to test for differences in the
eight dependent variables based on five organization annual expenditure categories: $250,000 or
less; $250,001-500,000; $500,001-1,000,000; $1,000,001-5,000,000; and more than $5,000,000.
As summarized in Table 18, tests revealed differences in three a priori and three a posteriori
variables based on organization expenditures. Where differences were found, they consistently
Table 18
Results of Statistical Analyses Involving Organization Expenditures
Dependent variable

Statistical test

Result

A priori dependent variables
Scope

Kruskall-Wallis H

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .013

Conditions

Welch ANOVA

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .109

Persistent Scope

Kruskall-Wallis H

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .002

Persistent Conditions

Kruskall-Wallis H

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .034

Alignment

Kruskall-Wallis H

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .017

Retrenchment

Kruskall-Wallis H

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .106

Persistent Opportunity

One-way ANOVA

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .006

Persistent Retrenchment

Kruskall-Wallis H

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .029a

A posteriori dependent variables

a

Post hoc analysis identified no statistically significant differences between any group

combinations.
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distinguished the smallest organizations (those with expenditures of $250,000 or less) from
larger ones. Details of the analysis of each variable, including features of the data that required
the use of three distinct tests, appear in the following paragraphs.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Scope scores
between five organizational expenditure groups. This test was selected after visual inspection of
boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers. Distributions of Scope scores were similar
for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. Median Scope scores were
statistically significantly different between groups, χ2(4) = 12.707, p = .013. Pairwise
comparisons were performed using Dunn’s procedure with a Bonferroni correction for multiple
comparisons. Adjusted p-values are presented. This post hoc analysis revealed statistically
significant differences in median Scope scores between organizations with expenditures of
$250,000 or less (49.31) and those with expenditures of $500,001-1,000,000 (59.72) (p = .036),
but not between any other group combination.
A Welch ANOVA test was run to determine if there were differences in Conditions
scores between five organizational expenditure groups. Distributions for each group of the
independent variable were normal (Shapiro-Wilk test, p > .05). Welch’s test was selected
because the assumption of homogeneity of variances was violated, as assessed by Levene’s test
(p = .009). There were no statistically significant differences in Conditions scores between the
different organizational expenditure groups, Welch’s F(4, 81.347) = 1.954, p = .109. These
results reflected the retention of two outliers identified through visual inspection of boxplots;
however, repetition of the test without the outliers yielded a similar (non-significant) result.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Scope scores between five organizational expenditure groups. This test was selected after visual
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inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers. Distributions of Persistent
Scope scores were not similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. The
mean ranks of Persistent Scope scores were statistically significantly different between groups,
χ2(4) = 16.716, p = .002. Pairwise comparisons were performed using Dunn’s procedure with a
Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons. Adjusted p-values are presented. Values are
mean ranks unless otherwise stated. This post hoc analysis revealed statistically significant
differences in Persistent Scope scores between organizations with expenditures of $250,000 or
less (60.91) and two other groups: those with expenditures of $250,001-500,000 (98.74) (p =
.008) and those with expenditures of $500,001-1,000,000 (100.34) (p = .011). No differences
were found between any other group combination.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Conditions scores between five organizational expenditure groups. This test was selected after
visual inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of an outlier. Distributions of Persistent
Conditions scores were not similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms.
The mean ranks of Persistent Conditions scores were statistically significantly different between
groups, χ2(4) = 10.397, p = .034. Pairwise comparisons were performed using Dunn’s procedure
with a Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons. Adjusted p-values are presented. Values
are mean ranks unless otherwise stated. This post hoc analysis revealed statistically significant
differences in Persistent Conditions scores between organizations with expenditures of $250,000
or less (71.82) and those with expenditures of more than $5,000,000 (110.56) (p = .018), but not
between any other group combination.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Alignment
scores between five organizational expenditure groups. This test was selected after visual

122
inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers and Shapiro-Wilk tests showed
that three expenditure groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05). Distributions of Alignment
scores were not similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. The mean
ranks of Alignment scores were statistically significantly different between groups, χ2(4) =
12.016, p = .017. Pairwise comparisons were performed using Dunn’s procedure with a
Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons. Adjusted p-values are presented. Values are
mean ranks unless otherwise stated. This post hoc analysis revealed statistically significant
differences in Alignment scores between organizations with expenditures of $250,000 or less
(66.63) and those with expenditures of more than $5,000,000 (103.69) (p = .027), but not
between any other group combination.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Retrenchment
scores between five organizational expenditure groups. This test was selected after Shapiro-Wilk
tests showed that one expenditure group had a non-normal distribution (p = .050). Distributions
of Retrenchment scores were not similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of
histograms. The mean ranks of Retrenchment scores were not statistically significantly different
between groups, χ2(4) = 7.630, p = .106.
A one-way ANOVA test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Opportunity scores between five organizational expenditure groups. Distributions for each group
of the independent variable were normal (Shapiro-Wilk test, p > .05). The assumption of
homogeneity of variances was met, as assessed by Levene’s test (p = .665). Persistent
Opportunity scores were statistically significantly different between organizational expenditure
groups, F(4, 168) = 3.722, p = .006, η2 = .081. Tukey post hoc analysis revealed that
organizations with expenditures of $250,000 or less had statistically significantly lower mean
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Persistent Opportunity scores (48.01, 95% CI (40.77 to 55.26)) than two other groups: those with
expenditures of $250,001-500,000 (62.59, 95% CI (55.49 to 69.70)) (p = .044) and those with
expenditures of more than $5,000,000 (67.90, 95% CI (58.98 to 76.81)) (p = .006). No other
group differences were statistically significant. These results reflected the retention of one outlier
identified through visual inspection of boxplots; repetition of the test without the outlier yielded
a similar (significant) result.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Retrenchment scores between five organizational expenditure groups. This test was selected after
visual inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of numerous outliers and Shapiro-Wilk tests
showed that all expenditure groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05). Distributions of
Persistent Retrenchment scores were similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of
histograms. Median Persistent Retrenchment scores were statistically significantly different
between groups, χ2(4) = 10.807, p = .029. Pairwise comparisons were performed using Dunn’s
procedure with a Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons. This post hoc analysis
identified no statistically significant differences in median Persistent Retrenchment scores
between any group combinations (p > .05).
Organization NTEE Classification
This section presents findings from the researcher’s efforts to test for differences in the
eight dependent variables based on seven organization NTEE classifications: Arts, Culture, and
Humanities; Education; Health; Human Services; Public, Societal Benefit; Religion-Related;
Other or Unknown. (Organizations in two NTEE classifications were excluded from analysis due
to the limited number of members in each: Environment and Animals [n = 4] and
Mutual/Membership Benefit [n = 2].) As summarized in Table 19, tests revealed differences in
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just one variable, Retrenchment. Details of the analysis of each variable, including features of the
data that required the use of two distinct tests, appear in the following paragraphs.
Table 19
Results of Statistical Analyses Involving Organization NTEE Classification
Dependent variable

Statistical test

Result

A priori dependent variables
Scope

Kruskall-Wallis H

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .065

Conditions

Kruskall-Wallis H

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .057

Persistent Scope

Kruskall-Wallis H

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .685

Persistent Conditions

One-way ANOVA

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .119

Alignment

Kruskall-Wallis H

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .493

Retrenchment

Kruskall-Wallis H

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .004

Persistent Opportunity

One-way ANOVA

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .279

Persistent Retrenchment

Kruskall-Wallis H

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .170

A posteriori dependent variables

A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Scope scores
between seven organizational NTEE classification groups. This test was selected after visual
inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers. Distributions of Scope scores
were not similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. The mean ranks
of Scope scores ranged from a low of 55.75 (Arts, Culture, and Humanities) to a high of 103.13
(Public, Societal Benefit), but the differences between groups were not statistically significant,
χ2(6) = 11.874, p = .065.
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A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Conditions
scores between seven organizational NTEE classification groups. This test was selected after
visual inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of numerous outliers and a Shapiro-Wilk test
showed that the Religion-Related group had a non-normal distribution (p = .012). Distributions
of Conditions scores were not similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of
histograms. The mean ranks of Conditions scores ranged from a low of 72.16 (Human Services)
to a high of 110.47 (Public, Societal Benefit), but the differences between groups were not
statistically significant, χ2(6) = 12.232, p = .057.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Scope scores between seven organizational NTEE classification groups. This test was selected
after visual inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers and a Shapiro-Wilk
test showed that the Human Services group had a non-normal distribution (p = .011).
Distributions of Persistent Scope scores were not similar for all groups, as assessed by visual
inspection of histograms. The mean ranks of Persistent Scope scores ranged from a low of 70.34
(Arts, Culture, and Humanities) to a high of 97.95 (Public, Societal Benefit), but the differences
between groups were not statistically significant, χ2(6) = 3.938, p = .685.
A one-way ANOVA test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Conditions scores between seven organizational NTEE classification groups. There were no
outliers, as assessed by visual inspection of boxplots. Distributions for each group of the
independent variable were normal (Shapiro-Wilk test, p > .05). The assumption of homogeneity
of variances was met, as assessed by Levene’s test (p = .614). Persistent Conditions scores
ranged from a low of 34.12 (Other or Unknown) to a high of 44.86 (Public, Societal Benefit), but
the differences between groups were not statistically significant, F(6, 162) = 1.720, p = .119.
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A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Alignment
scores between seven organizational NTEE classification groups. This test was selected after
visual inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of an outlier and Shapiro-Wilk tests showed
that two NTEE classification groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05). ANOVA tests run
with and without the outlier yielded conflicting results. Distributions of Alignment scores were
similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. Median Alignment scores
ranged from a low of 66.67 (Arts, Culture, and Humanities) to a high of 83.33 (Public, Societal
Benefit), but the differences between groups were not statistically significant, χ2(6) = 5.403, p =
.493.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Retrenchment
scores between seven organizational NTEE classification groups. This test was selected after
visual inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers and a Shapiro-Wilk test
showed that the Human Services group had a non-normal distribution (p = .008). Distributions of
Retrenchment scores were not similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of
histograms. The mean ranks of Retrenchment scores were statistically significantly different
between groups, χ2(6) = 19.206, p = .004. Pairwise comparisons were performed using Dunn’s
procedure with a Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons. Adjusted p-values are
presented. Values are mean ranks unless otherwise stated. This post hoc analysis revealed
statistically significant differences in Retrenchment scores between Human Services
organizations (65.76) and those in two other NTEE classifications: Arts, Culture, and Humanities
(111.13) (p = .024) and Religion-Related (104.98) (p = .020), but not between any other group
combination.
A one-way ANOVA test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
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Opportunity scores between seven organizational NTEE classification groups. There were no
outliers, as assessed by visual inspection of boxplots. Distributions for each group of the
independent variable were normal (Shapiro-Wilk test, p > .05). The assumption of homogeneity
of variances was met, as assessed by Levene’s test (p = .487). Persistent Opportunity scores
ranged from a low of 53.11 (Arts, Culture, and Humanities) to a high of 71.76 (Public, Societal
Benefit), but the differences between groups were not statistically significant, F(6, 162) = 1.259,
p = .279.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Retrenchment scores between seven organizational NTEE classification groups. This test was
selected after visual inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of numerous outliers and
Shapiro-Wilk tests showed that all expenditure groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05).
Distributions of Persistent Retrenchment scores were similar for all groups, as assessed by visual
inspection of histograms. Median Persistent Retrenchment scores ranged from a low of 0.00 (a
tie between three classifications) to a high of 11.11 (Arts, Culture, and Humanities), but the
differences between groups were not statistically significant, χ2(6) = 9.072, p = .170.
Organization Faith-Based Identity/Mission
This section presents findings from the researcher’s efforts to test for differences in the
eight dependent variables based on whether respondents identified their organizations as having
a faith-based mission or identity. As summarized in Table 20, tests revealed differences in just
two variables, Conditions and Retrenchment. Where differences were found, they indicated
stronger patterns of service delivery change among faith-based organizations. Details of the
analysis of each variable, including features of the data that required the use of two distinct tests,
appear in the following paragraphs. Data are mean ± standard deviation, unless otherwise stated.
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Table 20
Results of Statistical Analyses Involving Faith-Based Mission/Identity
Dependent variable

Statistical test

Result

A priori dependent variables
Scope

t test

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .950

Conditions

Mann Whitney U

Statistically significantly
difference, p < .001

Persistent Scope

Welch t test

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .885

Persistent Conditions

t test

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .219

Alignment

Mann Whitney U

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .072

Retrenchment

Mann Whitney U

Statistically significantly
difference, p = .021

Persistent Opportunity

Mann Whitney U

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .205

Persistent Retrenchment

Mann Whitney U

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .311

A posteriori dependent variables

A two-tailed, independent-samples t test was run to determine if there were differences in
Scope scores between organizations based on the presence or absence of a faith-based
mission/identity. Scope scores for both groups of the independent variable were normally
distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p > .05), and there was homogeneity of
variances, as assessed by Levene’s test (p = .182). There was no statistically significant
difference in Scope scores from respondents representing faith-based (56.58 ± 19.60) and nonfaith-based organizations (56.40 ± 16.90), t(173) = .063, p = .950. These results reflected the
retention of two outliers identified through visual inspection of boxplots; however, repetition of
the test without the outliers yielded a similar (non-significant) result.
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A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Conditions
scores between faith-based and non-faith-based organizations. This test was selected after visual
inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers and Shapiro-Wilk tests showed
that one respondent group had a non-normal distribution (p < .05). Distributions of the
Conditions scores for these two groups were not similar, as assessed by visual inspection of
histograms. Conditions scores for faith-based organizations (mean rank = 105.53) were
statistically significantly higher than for non-faith-based organizations (mean rank = 78.62), U =
2407.50, z = –3.353, p < .001.
A Welch t test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent Scope scores
between organizations based on the presence or absence of a faith-based mission/identity.
Distributions for each group of the independent variable were normal (Shapiro-Wilk test, p >
.05). Welch’s test was selected because the assumption of homogeneity of variances was
violated, as assessed by Levene’s test (p = .016). There was no statistically significant difference
in Persistent Scope scores from respondents representing faith-based (65.55 ± 18.40) and nonfaith-based organizations (65.16 ± 14.78), t(102.15) = .145, p = .885. These results reflected the
retention of an outlier identified through visual inspection of boxplots; however, repetition of the
test without the outliers yielded a similar (non-significant) result.
A two-tailed, independent-samples t test was run to determine if there were differences in
Persistent Conditions scores between organizations based on the presence or absence of a faithbased mission/identity. Persistent Conditions scores for both groups of the independent variable
were normally distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p > .05), and there was
homogeneity of variances, as assessed by Levene’s test (p = .825). There was no statistically
significant difference in Persistent Conditions scores from respondents representing faith-based
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(37.65 ± 12.59) and non-faith-based organizations (35.15 ± 12.88), t(173) = 1.233, p = .219.
These results reflected the retention of an outlier identified through visual inspection of boxplots;
however, repetition of the test without outliers yielded a similar (non-significant) result.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Alignment
scores between faith-based and non-faith-based organizations. This test was selected after
Shapiro-Wilk tests showed that both respondent groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05).
Distributions of the Alignment scores for faith-based and non-faith-based organizations were
similar, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. Median Alignment scores for faith-based
(79.17) and non-faith-based organizations (72.92) were not statistically significantly different, U
= 2904, z = –1.798, p = .072.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Retrenchment
scores between faith-based and non-faith-based organizations. This test was selected after
Shapiro-Wilk tests showed that both respondent groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05).
Distributions of the Retrenchment scores for these two groups were not similar, as assessed by
visual inspection of histograms. Retrenchment scores for faith-based organizations (mean rank =
100.02) were statistically significantly higher than for non-faith-based organizations (mean rank
= 81.57), U = 2743.50, z = –2.301, p = .021.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Opportunity scores between faith-based and non-faith-based organizations. This test was selected
after Shapiro-Wilk tests showed that one respondent group had a non-normal distribution (p <
.05). Distributions of Persistent Opportunity scores for faith-based and non-faith-based
organizations were not similar, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. Persistent
Opportunity scores for faith-based organizations (mean rank = 94.63) and non-faith-based
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organizations (mean rank = 84.45) were not statistically significantly different, U = 3072.50, z =
–1.267, p = .205.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Retrenchment scores between faith-based and non-faith-based organizations. This test was
selected after visual inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers and
Shapiro-Wilk tests showed that both respondent groups had a non-normal distribution (p < .05).
Distributions of Persistent Retrenchment scores for faith-based and non-faith-based
organizations were similar, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. Median Persistent
Retrenchment scores for faith-based (5.56) and non-faith-based organizations (0.00) were not
statistically significantly different, U = 3178.50, z = –1.012, p = .311.
Respondent Attributes and Patterns of Service Delivery Change
This section of the report conveys the results of statistical tests employed to determine if
there were significant relationships between two respondent attributes (role in organization and
sex) and eight dependent variables that described patterns of service delivery change (all
resulting from various combinations of responses to the survey’s matrix questions). For
descriptions of the dependent variables, see Table 16 earlier in this chapter.
Respondent Role in Organization
This section presents findings from the researcher’s efforts to test for differences in the
eight dependent variables based on four respondent role categories: Board member, Executive
director or chief executive officer, Service/program staff or executive, and Other. (Respondents
in three role groups with relatively few members were combined with those who had selected
“Other” when taking the survey. The collapsed roles were Fundraising staff or executive (n = 4),
Marketing staff or executive (n = 3), and Volunteer management staff or executive (n = 7).) As
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summarized in Table 21, tests revealed differences in two a priori and two a posteriori variables
based on respondent role. Where differences were found, they consistently indicated that board
members reported weaker patterns of service delivery change than did respondents in other roles.
Details of the analysis of each variable, including features of the data that required the use of two
distinct tests, appear in the following paragraphs.
Table 21
Results of Statistical Analyses Involving Respondent Role
Dependent variable

Statistical test

Result

A priori dependent variables
Scope

Kruskall-Wallis H

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .214

Conditions

Kruskall-Wallis H

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .030

Persistent Scope

One-way ANOVA

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .258

Persistent Conditions

One-way ANOVA

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .019

Alignment

Kruskall-Wallis H

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .030

Retrenchment

Kruskall-Wallis H

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .292

Persistent Opportunity

Kruskall-Wallis H

Statistically significantly
differences, p = .042

Persistent Retrenchment

Kruskall-Wallis H

No statistically significantly
differences, p = .639

A posteriori dependent variables

A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Scope scores
between four respondent role groups. This test was selected after visual inspection of boxplots
revealed the presence of multiple outliers and ANOVA tests run with and without the outliers
yielded conflicting results. Distributions of Scope scores were not similar for all groups, as
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assessed by visual inspection of histograms. The mean ranks of Scope scores ranged from a low
of 60.30 (Board member) to a high of 92.64 (Executive director or chief executive officer), but
the differences between groups were not statistically significant, χ2(3) = 4.485, p = .214.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Conditions
scores between four respondent role groups. This test was selected after visual inspection of
boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers and Shapiro-Wilk tests showed that two
respondent role groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05). Distributions of Conditions scores
were similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. Median Conditions
scores were statistically significantly different between groups, χ2(3) = 8.978, p = .030. Pairwise
comparisons were performed using Dunn’s procedure with a Bonferroni correction for multiple
comparisons. Adjusted p-values are presented. Values are median scores unless otherwise stated.
This post hoc analysis revealed a statistically significant difference in Conditions scores between
Board members (44.70) and Service/program staff or executives (57.58) (p = .019), but not
between any other group combination.
A one-way ANOVA test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Scope scores between four respondent role groups. Distributions for each group of the
independent variable were normal (Shapiro-Wilk test, p > .05). The assumption of homogeneity
of variances was met, as assessed by Levene’s test (p = .872). Persistent Scope scores ranged
from a low of 55.72 (Board members) to a high of 66.26 (Other roles), but the differences
between groups were not statistically significant, F(3, 171) = 1.358, p = .258. These results
reflected the retention of three outliers identified through visual inspection of boxplots; however,
repetition of the test without the outliers yielded a similar (non-significant) result.
A one-way ANOVA test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
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Conditions scores between four respondent role groups. There were no outliers, as assessed by
visual inspection of boxplots. Distributions for each group of the independent variable were
normal (Shapiro-Wilk test, p > .05). The assumption of homogeneity of variances was met, as
assessed by Levene’s test (p = .828). Persistent Conditions scores were statistically significantly
different between respondent role groups, F(3, 171) = 3.393, p = .019, η2 = .056. Tukey post hoc
analysis revealed that Board members had statistically significantly lower mean Persistent
Conditions scores (24.48, 95% CI (16.82 to 32.15)) than two other groups: Executive directors or
chief executive officers (36.81, 95% CI (34.32 to 39.31)) (p = .018) and Service/program staff or
executives (38.34, 95% CI (34.10 to 42.57)) (p = .015). No other group differences were
statistically significant.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Alignment
scores between four respondent role groups. This test was selected after visual inspection of
boxplots revealed the presence of an outlier and Shapiro-Wilk tests showed that two respondent
role groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05). Distributions of Alignment scores were not
similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. The mean ranks of
Alignment scores were statistically significantly different between groups, χ2(3) = 8.981, p =
.030. Pairwise comparisons were performed using Dunn’s procedure with a Bonferroni
correction for multiple comparisons. Adjusted p-values are presented. Values are mean ranks
unless otherwise stated. This post hoc analysis revealed statistically significant differences in
Alignment scores between Board members (43.80) and all other groups: Executive directors or
chief executive officers (87.94) (p = .050), Service/program staff or executives (96.75) (p =
.025), and Other (94.00) (p = .038). No differences were found between any other group
combination.
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A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Retrenchment
scores between four respondent role groups. This test was selected after Shapiro-Wilk tests
showed that two respondent role groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05). Distributions of
Retrenchment scores were not similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of
histograms. The mean ranks of Retrenchment scores ranged from a low of 83.07 (Executive
directors or chief executive officers) to a high of 101.75 (Board members), but the differences
between groups were not statistically significant, χ2(3) = 3.735, p = .292.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Opportunity scores between four respondent role groups. This test was selected after ShapiroWilk tests showed that one respondent role group had a non-normal distribution (p < .05).
Distributions of Persistent Opportunity scores were similar for all groups, as assessed by visual
inspection of histograms. Median Persistent Opportunity scores were statistically significantly
different between groups, χ2(3) = 8.212, p = .042. Pairwise comparisons were performed using
Dunn’s procedure with a Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons. Adjusted p-values are
presented. Values are median scores unless otherwise stated. This post hoc analysis revealed a
statistically significant difference in Persistent Opportunity scores between Board members
(30.69) and two other respondent groups—Executive directors or chief executive officers (61.13)
(p = .041) and Service/program staff or executives (64.31) (p = .034), but not between any other
group combination.
A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Retrenchment scores between four respondent role groups. This test was selected after visual
inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of numerous outliers and Shapiro-Wilk tests showed
that all respondent role groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05). Distributions of Persistent
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Retrenchment scores were similar for all groups, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms.
Median Persistent Retrenchment scores ranged from a low of 0.00 (two respondent groups) to a
high of 5.56 (Service/program staff or executives), but the differences between groups were not
statistically significant, χ2(3) = 1.693, p = .639.
Respondent Sex
This section presents findings from the researcher’s efforts to test for differences in the
eight dependent variables based on respondents’ sex. (Five respondents who preferred not to
report their sex were excluded from analysis.) As summarized in Table 22, tests revealed no
statistically significant differences. Details of the analysis of each variable, including features of
Table 22
Results of Statistical Analyses Involving Respondent Sex
Dependent variable

Statistical test

Result

A priori dependent variables
Scope

t test

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .647

Conditions

Mann Whitney U

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .310

Persistent Scope

Mann Whitney U

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .965

Persistent Conditions

t test

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .119

Alignment

Mann Whitney U

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .082

Retrenchment

Mann Whitney U

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .821

Persistent Opportunity

Mann Whitney U

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .190

Persistent Retrenchment

Mann Whitney U

No statistically significantly
difference, p = .665

A posteriori dependent variables
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the data that required the use of two distinct tests, appear in the following paragraphs. Data are
mean ± standard deviation, unless otherwise stated.
A two-tailed, independent-samples t test was run to determine if there were differences in
Scope scores between female and male respondents. There were no outliers, as assessed by
visual inspection of boxplots. Scope scores for both groups of the independent variable were
normally distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p > .05), and there was homogeneity of
variances, as assessed by Levene’s test (p = .726). There was no statistically significant
difference in Scope scores from female (57.08 ± 18.65) and male respondents (55.79 ± 17.18),
t(168) = .458, p = .647.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Conditions
scores between female and male respondents. This test was selected after visual inspection of
boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers and Shapiro-Wilk tests showed that one
respondent group had a non-normal distribution (p < .05). Distributions of the Conditions scores
were similar for female and male respondents, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms.
Median Conditions scores for female (54.55) and male respondents (54.55) were not statistically
significantly different, U = 3193.50, z = –1.015, p = .310.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Scope scores between female and male respondents. This test was selected after visual inspection
of boxplots revealed the presence of an outlier and Shapiro-Wilk tests showed that one
respondent group had a non-normal distribution (p < .05). Distributions of Persistent Scope
scores were not similar for female and male respondents, as assessed by visual inspection of
histograms. Persistent Scope scores for female (mean rank = 85.36) and male respondents (mean
rank = 85.70) were not statistically significantly different, U = 3500.50, z = –0.044, p = .965.
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A two-tailed, independent-samples t test was run to determine if there were differences in
Persistent Conditions scores between female and male respondents. There were no outliers, as
assessed by visual inspection of boxplots. Persistent Conditions scores for both groups of the
independent variable were normally distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p > .05), and
there was homogeneity of variances, as assessed by Levene’s test (p = .297). There was no
statistically significant difference in Persistent Conditions scores from female (37.28 ± 13.25)
and male respondents (34.16 ± 12.15), t(168) = 1.568, p = .119.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Alignment
scores between female and male respondents. This test was selected after visual inspection of
boxplots revealed the presence of multiple outliers and Shapiro-Wilk tests showed that both
respondent groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05). Distributions of the Alignment scores
were not similar for female and male respondents, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms.
Alignment scores for female (mean rank = 91.06) and male respondents (mean rank = 77.75)
were not statistically significantly different, U = 2964.50, z = –1.742, p = .082.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Retrenchment
scores between female and male respondents. This test was selected after Shapiro-Wilk tests
showed that both respondent groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05). Distributions of the
Retrenchment scores were not similar for female and male respondents, as assessed by visual
inspection of histograms. Retrenchment scores for female (mean rank = 84.78) and male
respondents (mean rank = 86.51) were not statistically significantly different, U = 3443, z = –
0.226, p = .821.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Opportunity scores between female and male respondents. This test was selected after Shapiro-
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Wilk tests showed that one respondent group had a non-normal distribution (p < .05).
Distributions of the Persistent Opportunity scores were not similar for female and male
respondents, as assessed by visual inspection of histograms. Persistent Opportunity scores for
female (mean rank = 89.69) and male respondents (mean rank = 79.66) were not statistically
significantly different, U = 3100, z = –1.310, p = .190.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in Persistent
Retrenchment scores between female and male respondents. This test was selected after visual
inspection of boxplots revealed the presence of numerous outliers and Shapiro-Wilk tests showed
that both respondent groups had non-normal distributions (p < .05). Distributions of the
Persistent Retrenchment scores were similar for female and male respondents, as assessed by
visual inspection of histograms. Median Persistent Retrenchment scores for female (0.00) and
male respondents (0.00) were not statistically significantly different, U = 3388.00, z = –0.434, p
= .665.
Organization Theoretical Perspectives and Patterns of Service Delivery Change
This section of the report conveys the results of statistical tests employed to determine if
organizational congruence with three theories (strategic management, resource dependence, and
neo-institutionalism) could predict eight dependent variables that described patterns of service
delivery change. For descriptions of the dependent variables, see Table 16 earlier in this chapter.
Congruence with Strategic Management
This section presents findings from the researcher’s efforts to predict the eight dependent
variables from organization congruence with strategic management. As summarized in Table 23,
linear regression revealed that congruence with strategic management predicted all four a priori
and two a posteriori variables; in each case, strategic management was related positively to the
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dependent variable. Non-normal distributions precluded efforts to run linear regression in the
other two cases. Details of the analysis of each variable appear in the following paragraphs.
Table 23
Results of Statistical Analyses Involving Congruence with Strategic Management
Dependent variable

Statistical test

Result

A priori dependent variables
Scope

Linear regression

Statistically significant prediction
of IV (p = .018)

Conditions

Linear regression

Statistically significant prediction
of IV (p = .004)

Persistent Scope

Linear regression

Statistically significant prediction
of IV (p = .019)

Persistent Conditions

Linear regression

Statistically significant prediction
of IV (p = .002)

Alignment (transformed to
correct negative skewness)

Linear regression

Statistically significant prediction
of IV (p < .001)

Retrenchment

None (unable to correct
negative kurtosis)

Not applicable

Persistent Opportunity

Linear regression

Statistically significant prediction
of IV (p = .001)

Persistent Retrenchment

None (unable to correct
positive skewness)

Not applicable

A posteriori dependent variables

As a condition for running linear regression between strategic management and the eight
dependent variables, the researcher assessed linearity, homoscedasticity, absence of outliers,
independence of observations, and normality of residuals. Assessments involved visual
inspection of a scatterplot, histogram, and P-P plot; examination of cases outside the boundaries
of ±3.29 standard deviations; and calculation of the Durbin-Watson statistic. These conditions
were satisfied except as noted in the following discussion.
A linear regression established that an organization’s congruence with strategic
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management could statistically significantly predict Scope, F(1, 173) = 5.740, p = .018.
Congruence with strategic management accounted for 3.2% of the explained variability in Scope.
The regression equation was: Scope = 44.922 + 2.046 * strategic management score.
A linear regression established that an organization’s congruence with strategic
management could statistically significantly predict Conditions, F(1, 173) = 8.372, p = .004.
Congruence with strategic management accounted for 4.6% of the explained variability in
Conditions. The regression equation was: Conditions = 42.676 + 1.767 * strategic management
score. Casewise diagnostics identified one outlier; when this was removed, the result of the
regression analysis remained substantially unaltered.
A linear regression established that an organization’s congruence with strategic
management could statistically significantly predict Persistent Scope, F(1, 173) = 5.641, p =
.019. Congruence with strategic management accounted for 3.2% of the explained variability in
Persistent Scope. The regression equation was: Persistent Scope = 54.974 + 1.830 * strategic
management score. Casewise diagnostics identified one outlier; when this was removed, the
result of the regression analysis remained substantially unaltered.
A linear regression established that an organization’s congruence with strategic
management could statistically significantly predict Persistent Conditions, F(1, 173) = 9.729, p =
.002. Congruence with strategic management accounted for 5.3% of the explained variability in
Persistent Conditions. The regression equation was: Persistent Conditions = 25.350 + 1.892 *
strategic management score.
An initial regression between strategic management and Alignment yielded a violation of
the assumption of the normality of residuals. Negative skewness in the distribution of Alignment
scores was addressed by transforming the variable as follows:
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AlignmentNegSkewRemoved = (SQRT (101) – SQRT (101 – Alignment)) / 9.05 * 100
This adjustment having been made, all assumptions were satisfied. A linear regression
established that an organization’s congruence with strategic management could statistically
significantly predict AlignmentNegSkewRemoved, F(1, 173) = 13.470, p < .001. Congruence
with strategic management accounted for 7.2% of the explained variability in
AlignmentNegSkewRemoved. The regression equation was: AlignmentNegSkewRemoved =
30.676 + 4.135 * strategic management score.
An initial regression between strategic management and Retrenchment yielded a violation
of the assumption of the normality of residuals (negative kurtosis). Given the non-significant
result of the initial regression (p = .677), no efforts were made to transform the Retrenchment
variable and re-analyze the data.
A linear regression established that an organization’s congruence with strategic
management could statistically significantly predict Persistent Opportunity, F(1, 173) = 10.799,
p = .001. Congruence with strategic management accounted for 5.9% of the explained variability
in Persistent Opportunity. The regression equation was: Persistent Opportunity = 37.882 + 3.699
* strategic management score.
An initial regression between strategic management and Persistent Retrenchment yielded
a violation of the assumption of the normality of residuals. Efforts to transform Persistent
Retrenchment scores and correct positive skewness in their distribution were unsuccessful.
Congruence with Resource Dependence Theory
This section presents findings from the researcher’s efforts to predict the eight dependent
variables from organization congruence with resource dependence theory. As summarized in
Table 24, linear regression revealed that congruence with resource dependence theory was
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unable to predict any of six dependent variables; non-normal distributions precluded efforts to
run regression in the other two cases. Details of the analysis of each variable appear in the
following paragraphs.
Table 24
Results of Statistical Analyses Involving Congruence with Resource Dependence Theory
Dependent variable

Statistical test

Result

A priori dependent variables
Scope

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .320)

Conditions (transformed to
correct negative skewness)

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .105)

Persistent Scope

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .319)

Persistent Conditions

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .127)

Alignment (transformed to
correct negative skewness)

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .107)

Retrenchment

None (unable to correct
negative kurtosis)

Not applicable

Persistent Opportunity
(transformed to correct
negative skewness)

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .062)

Persistent Retrenchment

None (unable to correct
positive skewness)

Not applicable

A posteriori dependent variables

As a condition for running linear regression between resource dependence theory and the
eight dependent variables, the researcher assessed linearity, homoscedasticity, absence of
outliers, independence of observations, and normality of residuals. Assessments involved visual
inspection of a scatterplot, histogram, and P-P plot; examination of cases outside the boundaries
of ±3.29 standard deviations; and calculation of the Durbin-Watson statistic. These assumptions
were not fully satisfied in the case of two a priori and four a posteriori variables, as noted in the
following discussion.
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A linear regression was unable to predict Scope from an organization’s congruence with
resource dependence theory, F(1, 173) = .994, p = .320.
An initial regression between resource dependence theory and Conditions yielded a
violation of the assumption of the normality of residuals. Negative skewness in the distribution
of Conditions scores was addressed by transforming the variable as follows:
ConditionsNegSkewRemoved = (SQRT (101) – SQRT (101 – Conditions)) / 9.05 * 100
This adjustment having been made, all assumptions were satisfied. A linear regression was
unable to predict ConditionsNegSkewRemoved from an organization’s congruence with resource
dependence theory, F(1, 173) = 2.652, p = .105.
A linear regression was unable to predict Persistent Scope from an organization’s
congruence with resource dependence theory, F(1, 173) = .997, p = .319. Casewise diagnostics
identified one outlier; when this was removed, the result of the regression analysis remained
substantially unaltered.
A linear regression was unable to predict Persistent Conditions from an organization’s
congruence with resource dependence theory, F(1, 173) = 2.355, p = .127.
An initial regression between resource dependence theory and Alignment yielded a
violation of the assumption of the normality of residuals. Negative skewness in the distribution
of Alignment scores was addressed by transforming the variable as follows:
AlignmentNegSkewRemoved = (SQRT (101) – SQRT (101 – Alignment)) / 9.05 * 100
This adjustment having been made, all assumptions were satisfied. A linear regression was
unable to predict AlignmentNegSkewRemoved from an organization’s congruence with resource
dependence theory, F(1, 173) = 2.623, p = .107.
An initial regression between resource dependence theory and Retrenchment yielded a
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violation of the assumption of the normality of residuals (negative kurtosis). Given the nonsignificant result of the initial regression (p = .974), no efforts were made to transform the
Retrenchment variable and re-analyze the data.
An initial regression between resource dependence theory and Persistent Opportunity
yielded a violation of the assumption of the normality of residuals. Negative skewness in the
distribution of Persistent Opportunity scores was addressed by transforming the variable as
follows:
PERSOppNegSkewRemoved = (SQRT (101) – SQRT (101 – Persistent Opportunity)) / 9.05 *
100
This adjustment having been made, all assumptions were satisfied. A linear regression was
unable to predict PERSOppNegSkewRemoved from an organization’s congruence with resource
dependence theory, F(1, 173) = 3.517, p = .062.
An initial regression between resource dependence theory and Persistent Retrenchment
yielded a violation of the assumption of the normality of residuals. Efforts to transform Persistent
Retrenchment scores and correct positive skewness in their distribution were unsuccessful.
Congruence with Neo-institutional Theory
This section presents findings from the researcher’s efforts to predict the eight dependent
variables from organization congruence with neo-institutional theory. As summarized in Table
25, linear regression revealed that congruence with neo-institutional theory was unable to predict
any of seven dependent variables; non-normal distributions precluded efforts to run regression in
an eighth case. Details of the analysis of each variable appear in the following paragraphs.
As a condition for running linear regression between neo-institutional theory and the
eight dependent variables, the researcher assessed linearity, homoscedasticity, absence of
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Table 25
Results of Statistical Analyses Involving Congruence with Neo-institutional Theory
Dependent variable

Statistical test

Result

A priori dependent variables
Scope

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .138)

Conditions (transformed to
correct negative skewness)

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .883)

Persistent Scope

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .274)

Persistent Conditions

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .756)

Alignment (transformed to
correct negative skewness)

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .817)

Retrenchment

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .207)

Persistent Opportunity

Linear regression

Inability to predict DV (p = .527)

Persistent Retrenchment

None (unable to correct
positive skewness)

Not applicable

A posteriori dependent variables

outliers, independence of observations, and normality of residuals. Assessments involved visual
inspection of a scatterplot, histogram, and P-P plot; examination of cases outside the boundaries
of ±3.29 standard deviations; and calculation of the Durbin-Watson statistic. These assumptions
were not fully satisfied in the case of two a priori and two a posteriori variables, as noted in the
following discussion.
A linear regression was unable to predict Scope from an organization’s congruence with
neo-institutional theory, F(1, 173) = 2.218, p = .138.
An initial regression between neo-institutional theory and Conditions yielded a violation
of the assumption of the normality of residuals. Negative skewness in the distribution of
Conditions scores was addressed by transforming the variable as follows:
ConditionsNegSkewRemoved = (SQRT (101) – SQRT (101 – Conditions)) / 9.05 * 100
This adjustment having been made, all assumptions were satisfied. A linear regression was
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unable to predict ConditionsNegSkewRemoved from an organization’s congruence with neoinstitutional theory, F(1, 173) = 0.022, p = .883.
A linear regression was unable to predict Persistent Scope from an organization’s
congruence with neo-institutional theory, F(1, 173) = 1.203, p = .274. Casewise diagnostics
identified one outlier; when this was removed, the result of the regression analysis remained
substantially unaltered.
A linear regression was unable to predict Persistent Conditions from an organization’s
congruence with neo-institutional theory, F(1, 173) = 0.097, p = .756.
An initial regression between neo-institutional theory and Alignment yielded a violation
of the assumption of the normality of residuals. Negative skewness in the distribution of
Alignment scores was addressed by transforming the variable as follows:
AlignmentNegSkewRemoved = (SQRT (101) – SQRT (101 – Alignment)) / 9.05 * 100
This adjustment having been made, all assumptions were satisfied. A linear regression was
unable to predict AlignmentNegSkewRemoved from an organization’s congruence with neoinstitutional theory, F(1, 173) = 0.054, p = .817.
A linear regression was unable to predict Retrenchment from an organization’s
congruence with neo-institutional theory, F(1, 173) = 1.603, p = .207.
A linear regression was unable to predict Persistent Opportunity from an organization’s
congruence with neo-institutional theory, F(1, 173) = .401, p = .527.
An initial regression between neo-institutional theory and Persistent Retrenchment
yielded a violation of the assumption of the normality of residuals. Efforts to transform Persistent
Retrenchment scores and correct positive skewness in their distribution were unsuccessful.
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Findings from the Qualitative Research Phase
After collecting survey data and conducting substantial analysis of it, the researcher
arranged and conducted interviews with seven leaders of public charities operating in Virginia’s
piedmont region. This major section of Chapter 4 elaborates findings from such interviews.
Generally, the section seeks to answer two research questions:
RQ3: How do nonprofit executives in different settings describe enduring service delivery
changes implemented in response to the pandemic?
RQ4: How do service delivery choices described by nonprofit executives relate to theories
of organizations and their environments?
More specifically, the report organizes the researcher’s findings under seven headings:


Organizations Represented in the Qualitative Phase



Nonprofits and the Pandemic: Short-Term Impacts and Adjustments*



Nonprofits and the Pandemic: Persistent Impacts and Adjustments*



Nonprofit Leaders’ Overall Assessment of the Pandemic’s Impacts



Leading Nonprofits through the Pandemic



Strategic Decision-Making in Response to the Pandemic



Nonprofit Operations and Services in Theoretical Perspective*

The three sections marked with an asterisk make up more than two-thirds of overall discussion.
Organizations Represented in the Qualitative Phase
As described in Chapter 3, by employing maximum variation sampling in the selection of
interviewees, the researcher sought to cut across Central and Southside Virginia’s public charity
sector, representing the fullest possible spectrum of organizational differences. Table 26 explains
the extent to which the organizations represented in the interview panel exhibited heterogeneity
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Table 26
Variety of Organizations Represented by Interviewees
Organizational attribute

Description of organizations’ differences

Age

Median organization age of 39 years; youngest less than
20 years old; oldest more than 100 years old

Annual expenditures

Organizations of various sizes, ranging from less than
$250,000 to more than $15,000,000

NTEE classification

6 classifications represented: Arts, Culture, and
Humanities; Education; Health; Human Services;
Public, Societal Benefit; and Religion-Related;
collectively, organizations in these categories
accounted for 87.4% of survey respondents

Faith-based mission/identity

3 faith-based organizations; 4 non-faith-based

Relation to (inter)national parent

4 organizations affiliated to some extent with a parent
organization; 3 independently operated

Location within the region

Organizations operating in/around the cities of
Charlottesville, Danville, and Lynchburg as well as in
3 of the region’s towns

as to age, annual expenditures, NTEE classification, presence or absence of a faith-based mission
or identity, relation to a national or international parent, and location within the region.
Additionally, the researcher deliberately included both women (n = 5) and men (n = 2), as well
as chief executives and program/service leaders, in the panel. Finally, in recognition of his own
biases, as discussed in Chapter 3, the researcher avoided conflicts of interest in the selection of
interviewees. As a result, no nonprofit leaders were interviewed with whom the researcher had a
prior relationship. Furthermore, the researcher avoided selecting interviewees whose
organizations espoused views or causes that conflicted strongly with his own. Descriptions of the
seven organizations whose leaders were interviewed appear under the following bullets.


Organization A (NTEE Classification: Arts, Culture, and Humanities)
This small arts and cultural center exposes members of its community to the
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visual and performing arts through a diverse range of programming, including
exhibits, classes, and performance events. Forced to discontinue its programs and
services for a few months at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, it has
since worked to reinstate them, often in modified form, in hopes of developing a
sustainable business model.


Organization E (NTEE Classification: Education)
This agency recruits, trains, and deploys volunteers to provide language and
literacy tutoring to adult learners, most of whom have a first language other than
English. Additionally, the nonprofit provides a program that helps immigrant and
refugee clients prepare to seek U.S. citizenship. Historically, it has drawn clients
from the city where it is located as well as from several neighboring counties. As
a result of the pandemic, its citizenship program has achieved an even wider
reach.



Organization H (NTEE Classification: Health)
As a Federally Qualified Health Center, this organization provides comprehensive
health care services to an underserved area and population, using a sliding fee
scale. In operation for more than 20 years, it had annual pre-pandemic
expenditures of more than $15 million. With locations in multiple jurisdictions, its
providers offer adult and pediatric primary care as well as behavioral health,
dental, and obstetrics/gynecology services. During the pandemic, it made forays
into telehealth, mobile dental care, and prescription mailing.



Organization HS-1 (NTEE Classification: Human Services)
An affiliate of an international nonprofit, this charity seeks to provide safe,
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affordable housing for people of limited financial means in a defined locale within
the region. Although its budget and paid staff are among the smallest represented
in this study, it leverages a volunteer network and in-kind donations to achieve
more potent impact. The upheaval brought on by the pandemic led it to focus on
building the revenue and infrastructure needed to assist more residents in
becoming homeowners.


Organization HS-2 (NTEE Classification: Human Services)
This nonprofit specializes in delivering hot, nutritious lunches to homebound
residents in its community, many of whom have special dietary requirements.
Both nationally affiliated and community-supported, its operations revolve around
recruiting, training, and deploying a network of hundreds of volunteers who
deliver meals. It uses the same distribution network to deliver cold suppers,
nutritional products, and pet food to clients who need them. Having grown during
the pandemic, Organization HS-2 is exploring ways to use its volunteer base to
address its clients’ social needs.



Organization P (NTEE Classification: Public, Societal Benefit)
This organization offers programming and outreach to a community affected by
industrial decline. Child care services account for the largest share of revenue in
its multimillion-dollar operating budget, and such services grew in the wake of
the pandemic. Additionally, it maintains a membership program that provides
access to a variety of wellness-related services. Although it is affiliated with a
national organization, it has the freedom to address the specific needs of its
community. It functions as an established hub, operating both in its own facility
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and in area schools. Its labor force consists of both paid staff and volunteers, but
the latter are used in a single program area.


Organization R (NTEE Classification: Religion-Related)
Founded more than a century ago, this church entered the pandemic with stable
finances and hundreds of congregants. Its campus is situated on the outskirts of
one of the region’s cities. The congregation is affiliated with a large Christian
denomination and employs multiple pastors who have been seeking for several
years to attract younger families. The church’s ministries include an early learning
center. Since the onset of the pandemic, attendance at the church’s Sunday
gatherings has decreased, but demand for counseling services has increased.
Additionally, the pandemic highlighted the need to reevaluate the church’s
leadership structure.

Nonprofits and the Pandemic: Short-Term Impacts and Adjustments
This section explores the many ways that interviewees’ organizations were impacted by,
and subsequently responded to, changes associated with the pandemic. A casual observer of the
nonprofit sector might surmise that the COVID-19 pandemic was a great equalizer, affecting all
organizations in much the same way. Evidence suggests a very different reality. As noted in the
preceding section, the seven organizations represented in the qualitative phase of this study
differed from one another in matters of age, size, classification, and other important attributes.
Furthermore, each operated on a distinct business model as to services provided, target clients,
revenue streams, operational processes, and available resources (financial, physical, human,
etc.).
A closer look at the organizations reveals even more substantial differences. Each had a
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unique executive leadership situation. When the pandemic began, some of the organizations had
seasoned leaders in place. Others had experienced an executive leadership change in recent
years, and one was in the process of carrying out a planned leadership transition.
The interviewees offered varying accounts of their organizations’ pre-pandemic health, as
reflected in the following statements: “We were definitely stable financially.” “Our membership
was already starting every year to drop.” “We had done a lot of rapid expansion in the years
leading up to COVID and had really started to kind of hit our stride.” “I did not have enough
staff.” “We had been on a steady climb over probably about the 7 or 8 years prior to the
pandemic.” “We’re in a huge facility. … We were never at max even before COVID.” Such
diverging trends, along with other organizational differences, positioned various nonprofits to
experience the pandemic in distinct ways.
Suspension of Programs and/or Closure of Facilities
For some organizations, the arrival of the pandemic in March 2020 marked a dramatic
break with the recent past. The executive leader of Organization A put it this way:
Prior to COVID, we were just really seeing some growth. … Things were really
[interviewee chuckles], really looking good, really bright. And so we had put a lot of time
and effort focusing that last quarter of 2019 to prepare for 2020. We had a lot of great
programming scheduled: classes, the homeschooling program, outreach opportunities to
work with our local school systems and some other entities and organizations. And all of
that came to a screeching halt around the March timeframe.
Restrictions promulgated by state government officials led Organization A to suspend its
programs and close its facility to the public for more than 3 months.
We reopened the week after July 4th with limited hours, and we only reopened for just
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visitors to our exhibits, gallery spaces. But at that point in time, we were not hosting any
in-person events, classes, and of course we cancelled all our summer camps.
Similarly, Organization P initially shut down and furloughed its staff. “Everybody did
their 2-week lockdown, and then they were like, ‘OK, well, we need people to go back to work.
We’ll give you money to open up child care.’” The nonprofit reinstated its child care services
under tighter constraints that involved higher operating costs, but its other on-site services
remained closed for about 3 months.
Shifts to Virtual Service Delivery
Many nonprofits in Virginia’s piedmont region made efforts to offer at least some of their
programs and services virtually soon after the pandemic’s onset. The interviewee from
Organization E reported,
When the state basically shut down all the offices, we converted to online very quickly.
By April, we had Zoom accounts in place that our tutors could borrow. We were doing
online trainings to help our volunteers and students learn how to work via Zoom. By
June, we were fully able to go to online learning.
Organization E’s venture into online tutoring did not meet with resounding success. Its
clientele, consisting mostly of immigrants and refugees, often lacked access to devices and/or
Internet service that would enable them to take advantage of a virtual offering. Some 8 months
after the pandemic had begun, its tutoring clientele stood at about 40% of what it had been
before. By contrast, participation in the same organization’s other major program exploded:
When the citizenship program shifted online, at the same time, a lot of the citizenship
programs in the rest of the state shut down completely. A lot of them were in libraries and
other organizations that don’t necessarily focus on literacy. They just shut that program
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down because it was an easy one to drop.
With fewer alternatives being provided by other agencies around the state, more students were
referred to and ultimately signed up for Organization E’s program, which prepares participants
for the naturalization interview involved in becoming a U.S. citizen.
The interviewee from Organization H reported that its clinics had shifted to telehealth as
a substitute for in-person care in cases involving active sickness:
Pre-pandemic, we did a lot of reactionary type care. For example, sick visits, especially in
Pediatrics, were something that made up a great deal of our budget—seeing those flus,
fever, strep throat types of visits. When COVID started, things started changing, because
those were the people that we tried to get in the doors before COVID, and then now
we’re in a pandemic and those are the people that we’re trying to keep out. So we had to
very quickly kind of figure out how to provide services similarly without jeopardizing the
health and safety of our employees. So telehealth became a big thing for us, for people
who were actively sick.
Organization H also provided teledental services, addressing “active infections and pain” at a
time when it wasn’t “even allowed to provide in-person dental services.” Furthermore, it found
that behavioral health services—a growth area during the pandemic—could readily be delivered
virtually.
Faced with an extended closure, Organization A invested in technologies that would
simulate some of its on-site offerings:
We were able to get some grant support to help us to purchase some small necessary
equipment to do the virtual programming, recording devices, microphones, that type of
thing. So it did give us the ability to offer some online classes. … We were able to offer
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three virtual summer camps, and the students actually joined us via Zoom and did their
programs, and we put the kits together for all their supplies, and their parents came by
and picked them up before the start of camp, so they had everything they needed ….
Grant support we received allowed us to invest in a new website and a content
management system, … so you can virtually come in and visit our exhibits through our
website without having to come here in person.
Organization R was equipped before the pandemic to stream its weekly gatherings to a
remote audience. Like many churches, it shifted to exclusive online delivery, but this change
turned out to be quite short-lived:
We were only 3, maybe 4 weeks totally online. And once some of my people realized,
“oh, he’s there every Sunday recording this,” they just started showing up. … We were
right away, after a month, probably running 100 to 125 on Sunday morning. I mean they
just started coming back. I think it did give the opportunity to those people that were very
fringe members to all of a sudden [say,] “hey, you know we can step out and nobody
knows we’re gone.”
As implied by the foregoing examples, nonprofits’ sudden exploration of virtual service
delivery led to divergent results in different contexts. A later section of this chapter will explore
the extent to which interviewees expected this service modality to persist in their organizations.
Decrease in Clientele and/or Services Rendered
All but one of the organizations represented in the qualitative phase of the study reported
at least a temporary decrease in the extent or range of their services and/or the size of their
clientele. This is not surprising given that many were mandated to shut down and that virtual
alternatives, if able to be deployed rapidly, were not entirely viable or satisfactory.
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Organization E, which offers English tutoring free of charge, saw its number of service
recipients drop by about two-thirds in just 2 months at the beginning of the pandemic. Following
guidance from its parent, Organization HS-1 suspended its plans to construct houses for lowincome residents and diverted its attention to other activities that supported its mission. When the
researcher interviewed its executive director in August 2022, the nonprofit was on the verge of
resuming normal construction activities for the first time since the onset of the pandemic.
Organization P, which provides services and spaces for a variety of wellness programs,
found reduced demand for group fitness classes when its facility reopened after a 3-month hiatus.
Many of its constituents “were dropping … [or] freezing their membership,” willing to settle for
virtual substitutes from other sources. Organization A reopened its galleries for visitors in July
2020 but delayed offering classes until the fall. It offered a reduced slate of summer camps in
2021 and scheduled its first live, in-person performance some 18 months after the pandemic had
begun. Although Organization R resumed in-person services more quickly than Organizations A,
E, and P, its Sunday morning attendance did not rebound, and ministry to older members proved
difficult to reinstate.
Organization H observed higher demand for some of its health care services, but this was
offset by lower demand in other areas. Overall, the pandemic temporarily flattened its long-term
growth trend in patient visits. In contrast with the other six nonprofits whose leaders were
interviewed, Organization HS-2 saw its primary service output grow throughout the pandemic.
This phenomenon and others alluded in the preceding paragraphs will be developed further under
other headings in the remainder of this chapter.
Loss of Normal Revenue Sources
Not surprisingly, the fact that interviewees’ organizations were at least temporarily
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unable to deliver their services normally led to losses of programmatic revenue during the
pandemic. When asked if it was difficult to manage revenue amid these conditions, the
interviewee from Organization H responded:
Big time. … With the number of visits going down, then revenue goes down. Most
people assume that because we have a federal grant or a federal designation, we just get
grant money to sustain us. And that’s not true. Grant money only makes up about 10% of
our annual budget. And the rest of it we do through patient services and billing and those
kinds of things. So it was a huge impact to revenue. We have yet to get back to full speed.
Reflecting an even more precarious position, the interviewee representing Organization A
remarked that “we live off of our income from our programming and we were wondering if we
were going to be able to reopen our doors because we lost all of that in one fell swoop.”
Similarly, Organization P faced the threat arising from loss of membership revenue. The
interviewee described the nonprofit’s appeal to members not to cancel their membership, but
instead to freeze it, or better yet, to deem it a donation that would sustain the organization
through the pandemic.
In contrast, Organization R’s pastor reported prosperity—a reality that was particularly
remarkable given that attendance at the church’s services had decreased:
Our giving hasn’t dropped. In fact, we did really well the last 2 years—really well. Now
some of that is because we weren’t spending. But God was just gracious to us and we did
very well financially through this.
Organization R’s divergence from other nonprofits’ experience may reflect the inherent
difference between houses of worship and more typical public charities. Based on data gathered
from multiple interviewees, it seems reasonable to conclude that the pandemic constituted a
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threat to the financial health of many nonprofits in the Virginia piedmont. Interviewees referred
to the challenge of fundraising in a season when discretionary interpersonal contact was
inadvisable and the future of the economy was in question. One informant noted that a major
capital campaign had essentially been on hold since the onset of the pandemic.
In this context, various informants expressed gratitude that individual, corporate, and
government funders had supported them generously and/or without the usual regard for
demonstrating impact. The following quotes illustrate their experiences: “I was able to do the
PPP grant to reimburse my salary and my rent expenses. … We weren’t making money because
we weren’t able to have our fundraisers, so that was actually beneficial to us.” “Our local
businesses, industries, and individuals have stepped up with donations and fundraising.” “[The
pandemic] gave us access to grant funding that wasn’t available otherwise, or as easily
available.” “[Our funders] weren’t pulling us and making demands. They weren’t saying, ‘OK,
well, if I give you this additional 15,000 [dollars], you’re going to, you know, show me you’re
doing this.’” “We had a lot of our funders who were just like, ‘you know, thank you for not just
shutting your doors; here’s some money.’ So, you know, financially, we weathered the storm
pretty well.” These comments suggest that actors involved in financing nonprofit work
recognized that the pandemic was an extenuating circumstance and made unusual gestures to
ensure that organizations could sustain their operations.
New Operating Requirements
If many stakeholders were more flexible than usual during the pandemic, others proved to
be more demanding. Government leaders and agencies issued various directives aimed at curbing
the spread of the coronavirus. A host of non-governmental organizations sought to interpret and
official requirements and apply emerging evidence to specific contexts. Nonprofit leaders
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inherited the burden of trying to find ways to sustain operations and services while following
evolving—and sometimes conflicting—guidance.
Complying with new operating requirements was a source of frustration, as Organization
P’s chief executive recalled:
Where’s the money gonna come [from] to wipe something down and spray something
down every hour on the hour? How are you going to keep everybody separated? … You
have to … buy special signage and that costs money. … The plexiglass costs money, and
then you have to hire a person to do all the extra cleaning …. So now you’re talking an
extra X amount of dollars an hour you’ve got to pay for somebody who’s cleaning your
playroom and your activity rooms and playgrounds …. Trying to find staff … for child
care when the ratios are small and you have to have more people working with the kids.
So those were all challenges.
Similarly, the representative of Organization A discussed the constraints involved in
offering youth-focused programming in the summer of 2021:
We did have to reduce the number of students that we could accept. Masks were required
and we had to adjust our programming to be able to provide them a safe environment.
Typically, we average six to eight summer camps in June and July, … and that summer
we only did four. … We needed to space them out, allow ourselves the time to do
disinfecting and cleaning, … and make it a safe environment for the youth and for our
instructors and our adults and staff.
In addition to the measures mentioned in the two preceding quotes, interviewees cited
burdens such as communicating policies to clients, asking health questions, requiring the
completion of waiver forms, checking clients’ temperature, providing services in “bubbles,” and
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obtaining needed training online rather than in person—all in a context other than health care.
All these protocols, although prescribed with good intentions, added stress—financial and/or
psychological—to the process of delivering nonprofit services.
Challenges of Managing Paid and Volunteer Staff
Interview data show that the COVID-19 pandemic created a variety of staffing challenges
for nonprofits in the Virginia piedmont. When workplaces began to shut down in March 2022,
some nonprofit employers furloughed members of their paid staff, including some who managed
service delivery. Employers that had the capacity and will to keep people employed, including
Organization H, faced a different staffing challenge: “We didn’t do any layoffs. We didn’t get rid
of anyone—had to be creative with what our staff did, though.”
Faced with the uncertainty of a new virus that was constantly impacting more people and
communities, some nonprofit employees chose to resign or take leaves of absence. The leader of
Organization P observed, “Staffing is a problem because who wants to work during COVID
when you don’t know what’s causing it and how you’re contracting it?” The same interviewee
went on to note that government relief provided directly to individuals exacerbated the problem,
lessening the incentive to work low-paying positions:
They’re getting unemployment, plus an additional 500 [dollars] a week with COVID
money. Who the heck’s going to come back and work for minimum wage? So trying to
find people that are willing to work during a pandemic made it very challenging.
The representative from Organization H noted complications that arose from the
demographic composition of its workforce:
Our workforce is heavily dependent on mothers, especially in our front office, call center,
and nursing positions. A huge portion of our staff are mothers, mothers of young children
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specifically. School closures had a huge effect on us all around really, because … kids …
were required to have a parent at home when they were doing remote schooling. So a lot
of the people who were part of our workforce for years were no longer in the workforce
because there needed to be somebody home with the kids.
Even when both employer and employee were willing to continue a work relationship, an
employee’s exposure to the COVID-19 virus could quickly require an unplanned (and sometimes
lengthy) absence. This reality, combined with factors mentioned previously, made managing
paid staff during the pandemic more burdensome than in normal times.
Volunteers play critical roles in some nonprofits’ operations. Managing them presented
its own set of complexities during the pandemic. Organization E relies on volunteers—many of
them retired teachers—to provide tutoring to English language learners. After the pandemic
began, the agency shifted to a virtual delivery model, which presented something of a barrier to
older tutors.
A lot of people in that age bracket weren’t super thrilled about the idea of online tutoring,
so I did lose quite a few of them. But what was happening is the younger demographics,
the twenty-somethings, they were looking for things to do. Because all the normal
activities that they would do shut down, I had a big swing during 2021 in the average age
of our tutor. It shifted way down.
Organization HS-2 relies heavily on volunteers to distribute meals to homebound clients.
Its executive director also reported a significant shift in its volunteer base:
At the start of the pandemic, about half of our volunteers had to step back. And we put a
call out and said, “We need help.” And people who were all of a sudden having to work
from home, or who weren’t working, or trying to teach their children from home, said,
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“Let me see what I can do to help.”
The need for volunteers was particularly acute because operations had been modified to allow for
sanitizing of container used to transport the meals. Thankfully, the community stepped up to
meet the need.
I had some corporations that came in and offered staff because they didn’t want to lay
them off—just said, “use our people”—that came in every day and helped us do this
process, that took bags out of cars, sanitized and filled them, took them back out to cars
so that we could get this system in and out every day.
Organization HS-1 received a directive from its parent organization to refrain from using
volunteers so as to minimize the spread of the virus. Compliance with this directive prevented
the agency from delivering its core service, building houses, as its labor force consisted almost
entirely of volunteers. Organization A, which uses volunteers in various roles, found its
volunteer base depleted in the wake of the pandemic. The inability to call on volunteer staff was
one of the factors that kept it from shifting indoor events to outdoor venues. In summary, by
altering the parameters that governed the performance of paid and volunteer work, the COVID19 pandemic greatly complicated the delivery of nonprofit services in Central and Southside
Virginia.
Operational Changes Supporting Service Delivery
As discussed in the preceding pages, the COVID-19 pandemic shifted many features of
the nonprofit service delivery landscape, at least temporarily. Modes of operation that had
previously served organizational needs reasonably well quickly became dysfunctional once the
pandemic took hold. Responding to a reconfigured environment, public charities made a variety
of changes to enhance organizational function. Although these changes were often invisible to
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clients, they had a significant effect on service delivery.
Several interviewees described operational changes that addressed how information
flowed through the organization to enable effective, timely decision-making. The executive
director of Organization A reported that the upheaval brought on by the pandemic led to two
governance changes. First, the board of directors opted to extend its chair’s term of service to
ensure continuity at a time when it could ill afford the instability of a leadership transition.
Second, the board began meeting more frequently:
We went totally virtual on our board meetings, and we typically meet once a month, but
when the pandemic hit and we shut our doors, we were having regular virtual meetings
every 2 weeks … for that first 6 months.
The informant from Organization A also described having conferred virtually with peers
in other organizations to make sense of changing conditions:
We were getting together on Zoom meetings. It was really great, because local entities
like our Chambers of Commerce, the Virginia Commission for the Arts, were hosting a
lot of opportunities from a nonprofit standpoint, a small business aspect, or an arts and
cultural aspect. There were all these different areas to get together on virtually to talk
about, “hey, what are you experiencing, what’s working for you, what’s not?”
Organization H, which had the largest staff among nonprofits represented in qualitative
phase of this study, took overt measures to enhance internal communication. First, it set up a
“COVID task force … made up of various managers that were essentially stakeholders that
represented different groups of employees and could represent their feedback.” Second, the CEO
scheduled 30-minute virtual town hall meetings—initially convened weekly—that allowed
members of the executive team to share information and take employees’ questions and
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suggestions.
The executive director of HS-2 reported engaging in a substantial amount of contingency
planning. This led to actions that would ensure the organization was prepared to handle a variety
of scenarios, including the prospect of having to suspend daily food delivery. Many of these
scenarios did not materialize, but discipline in planning enabled the organization to maintain its
operations amid challenging conditions.
Interviewees also described making process improvements that were closely connected to
service delivery. Organization E restructured its tutor training, which had conventionally been
offered in person, to accommodate a virtual delivery. Additionally, the chief executive of
Organization HS-2 concluded that sanitization procedures undertaken because of the pandemic
had stressed what was already an inefficient distribution process. As a result, enhancements that
had previously been considered desirable were deemed essential, leading to the purchase of new
insulated containers and hot packs, the installation of lockers where empty containers could be
dropped off around town, the purchase of a used school bus, and the consolidation of meal
preparation in a single location.
New Emphases, Programs, and Services
At least four nonprofit executives who were interviewed for this study described how
their respective organizations had pivoted into new service opportunities—not simply virtual
surrogates for services previously provided—amid the pandemic. In all cases, such ventures
appeared to be consistent with the organization’s mission; in other words, there was no clear
indication that the pandemic had induced mission drift or creep.
Organization HS-1’s workforce consists largely of volunteers. As mentioned previously,
when the pandemic set in, its parent directed it not to deploy volunteer crews in home
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construction but, ironically, would have deemed the local organization to be out of compliance
with its own regulations if it had remained inactive. Therefore, the executive director organized a
volunteer-staffed neighborhood revitalization effort:
We had a work day in conjunction with [locale name]. … We did an area that the town
wanted to get cleaned up—all outside work, so we didn’t have to worry about volunteers
being close to each other. We hauled off nine truckloads of debris—old refrigerators and
washers and dryers …. Trimmed shrubs, cut down trees.
Organization P also operates under the umbrella of a parent. According to the executive
who represented it during the interview phase, “The whole mission … at the local level is to
meet the needs of the people in the community, whatever those needs are. So during COVID it
was food drives, well checks, child care for frontline workers.” This informant went on to
explain that shifting its attention to different priorities became a talking point in its appeal for
community support during the pandemic: “‘You supporting us will allow us to operate child
care, will allow us to do food pantry, wellness checks.’ That’s kind of how we pivoted.”
Organization R also responded to emergent needs, starting “a counseling center … to try to help
the mental health—spiritual health—of people in our community that were lonely and, ironically
enough, didn’t have any fear of coming into a counseling room [interviewee chuckles].”
The pandemic prevented some of Organization H’s workers from doing their normal
work. To avoid laying off any employees, the nonprofit’s leaders redeployed them in an
innovative direction:
It gave us a chance to be creative …. We started doing pharmacy deliveries, and some of
our dental staff were the people that we experimented with since they weren’t doing their
regular job. … Out of that we learned that we did have a lot of patients that were
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interested in having their medicines delivered, and we’ve grown a pharmacy mailout
program through that.
As illustrated by these cases, during the pandemic, nonprofits in the Virginia piedmont took steps
to make the best of difficult circumstances, using available resources to address community
needs through new emphases, programs, and services.
Growth in Clientele/Services Rendered
Given the severity of the challenges described in the preceding pages, one might think it
would be hard to find examples of nonprofit programs and services that grew during the
pandemic. However, this section describes programs or services at four nonprofits did just that.
The first two cases involved virtual delivery.
As was mentioned under a previous heading, Organization E shifted its citizenship
program online even as similar programs around the state were shutting down. A reduced range
of choices for prospective students led to growth, as the interviewee from this agency explained:
We had people from much further away who still needed to pass their citizenship, but
they didn’t have a program that was local. And so we just were like, “OK, come on in.”
And that program just started getting bigger and bigger and bigger. … For a lot of places
where they’re a bit more rural and there’s not really a program, we have been a lifeline.
Behavioral health services also gained traction during the pandemic. As attested by the
informant from Organization H, virtual delivery and home-based work played an important role
in allowing the health center to scale up and meet demand:
One of the things that’s always been a challenge for us, pandemic or not, is space. It’s
very hard to grow your services in a physical space to match demand because space is
costly …. So we have grown behavioral health, and we’ve done some creative things
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with sharing spaces and have people deliver services from home since telehealth has been
something that’s been really easy to translate to a behavioral health service line.
Two other examples of nonprofit service growth during the pandemic involved in-person
delivery. The first, like the case of Organization E’s citizenship program, resulted from a
decrease in competition. Prior to the pandemic, child care was already a major component of
Organization P’s portfolio. Such services were shut down in compliance with the governor’s
mandate, reopening 2 weeks later. The interviewee explained that
Because of COVID, a lot of the child care facilities in [location names] area closed; they
could not function. There was no money, they couldn’t figure out how to make it work.
And so the lot of them closed down. We ended up absorbing a lot of their children. So
child care has actually expanded since COVID.
The cost of providing child care rose during the pandemic because of cleaning protocols and the
need to reduce the ratio of children to staff. However, unlike other providers in its area,
Organization P managed to marshal the financial, human, and space resources needed to sustain
service delivery. Special funding from government and other sources was a key ingredient to its
success: “All of this money helped us hire more staff, keep the kids apart, tighter ratios. Cleaning
supplies, it helped cover all of that cleaning and masks and everything that we were doing.”
Organization HS-2 provides a final example of growth. Demand for this nonprofit’s core
service, meal distribution, had already been increasing before the pandemic. The growth trend
continued even as the task of preparing and distributing meals safely became more complex. As
discussed in earlier sections of this report, the organization overcame significant challenges by
replacing a depleted volunteer base and reinventing its operational processes. At a time when
many might have excused sub-par performance, this public charity rose to the occasion. Its chief
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executive proudly declared that it met rising demand “without delays or waiting lists.”
Reallocation of Resources to Different Priorities
The pandemic clearly produced disruptive effects among public charities in the Virginia
piedmont. Almost all interviewees reported that such effects were significant enough that they
found it worthwhile—and in some cases, a matter of necessity—to reallocate resources to
priorities other than direct service delivery. Resources that were reallocated included staff time,
finances, and physical facilities.
Several interviewees explained that, with operating conditions having shifted, they and/or
their staff were much less busy delivering services than they would normally have been. The
staff of Organization E used this period of low demand as an opportunity to accelerate its uptake
of a new database system: “We got through it pretty quickly, pretty easily, because we all had a
lot of time on our hands all of a sudden.” The pandemic allowed the senior leader of
Organization R to achieve better work-life balance:
I tell people that COVID was great for me as a pastor …, because … my family started
seeing me more. I was actually home at times …. My wife, she’s like, “This is the most
I’ve seen you in 15 years. You know, this is fantastic.”
Organization P’s staff reallocated time to a variety of purposes:
We were shut down for 3 months. So when we weren’t doing food and reaching out to
the members and reworking the budget, you know what we were doing? We were
painting and we were purging, … and we were landscaping and we’re turning the lights
off … and unplugging the vending machines and unplugging the water fountain so we
could save money on our budget.
Unable to engage in home construction, the executive director of Organization HS-1
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devoted attention to the pursuit of new funding and the development of infrastructure that would
support the nonprofit’s mission in the long term: “We couldn’t do the normal building stuff, so
we just switched gears and strengthened the organization.” This informant spent time getting
training to meet funder requirements, writing grants, and applying for Virginia state tax credits
that incentivize monetary donations, among other activities.
The arrival of the pandemic and its attendant consequences violated many of the
assumptions that underlay nonprofits’ budgeting and programming plans. Not surprisingly,
several interviewees discussed their efforts to divert financial resources in directions that were at
least somewhat unexpected. Facing increased demand for child care services and rising costs
associated with providing them, Organization P sought additional revenue and allocated more
funding to support such services. Similarly, Organization HS-2 applied for and received grant
funding to purchase items needed to optimize its meal delivery infrastructure.
Organization A obtained permission to shift grant funding away from its original
programming purpose to address operational and facility constraints. Its executive leader also
purchased assets that provided for more flexible use of space:
We invested in some mobile units so that we can keep art supplies that can be moved
around, and they don’t have to be just in our one main classroom, so that … we can set
up class opportunities that provide a little more distancing between students.
Organization HS-1, having suspended home construction activities, obtained funding
from previously unavailable or untapped sources and used some of it to purchase land,
construction equipment, and building supplies before prices increased. Although these actions
did not immediately increase the nonprofit’s service outputs, they positioned it to build more
houses in the long term.
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At least two organizations reported taking advantage of facilities being shut down to
make certain improvements. The executive director of Organization A undertook “some projects
that we had kind of put on the back burner because we couldn’t afford the time to close the
facility to the public to be able to make those renovations.” Similarly, the informant who
represented Organization P reported its reasoning that “if we’re going to be closed long-term,
let’s do some maintenance, let’s do some housekeeping stuff. So while we were all shut down,
we’re painting or we’re purging.”
Finally, Organization HS-1 received the opportunity to relocate to a much larger facility
at no cost in late 2020. The new building provided much needed office space; more importantly,
it allowed the nonprofit to create a new revenue stream by selling items that are donated to it.
The organization made substantial sales in its first year without paying for advertising, leading
the interviewee to pose a question that required no response: “If I can make $67,000 a year
selling donations with one employee, why would I not do that?”
Nonprofits and the Pandemic: Persistent Impacts and Adjustments
As the previous section described at some length, the COVID-19 pandemic substantially
altered the environment in which Central and Southside Virginia nonprofits operated, leading to
a variety of changes in service delivery, clientele, revenue, operating parameters, and staffing.
Discussion of such changes has set the stage for elucidation of the research questions defined for
the qualitative phase of this study. This section considers RQ3: How do nonprofit executives in
different settings describe enduring service delivery changes implemented in response to the
pandemic? The emphasis is not merely on impacts that were felt at some point during the
pandemic, but on those that are expected to persist and bear a clear relation to nonprofit service
delivery. Findings from the seven interviews are arranged under ten headings in the pages that
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follow.
Decreases in Service Delivery and/or Clientele
Five interviewees made clear that the pandemic had reduced demand for specific services
and/or had diminished the size of the nonprofit’s clientele in ways that constituted more than a
temporary disruption. Patterns of reduced demand were found in various contexts, whether
involving free or fee-based services or some form of organizational membership. The leader
representing Organization E reported that, two-and-a-half years after the onset of the pandemic,
the number of clients receiving language tutoring was less than two-thirds what it had been
before. Similarly, the informant from Organization H affirmed that “the demand for our services
just looks a lot different. … We don’t have so much of a demand for sick services.”
The two membership organizations whose leaders were interviewed both reported a drop
in the number of people being served. Organization P’s membership stood at 94% of its prepandemic level when its executive leader was interviewed in August of 2022. Reduced
membership factored into the decision to scale back the facility’s hours of operation. After
Organization R resumed face-to-face services, its Sunday attendance stabilized at around half of
what it had been before the pandemic. Although constituents’ giving remained stable, the
church’s pastor recognized the need to align ministry activities with current reality: “We have
had our system shocked …. So something has to change.”
A few interviewees conveyed that interest in programs and services that involve close
interpersonal contact had decreased, especially among segments of the population that were
more susceptible to illness. Organization A’s leader acknowledged having “to cancel
performances because the ticket sales were not at the level that we needed to be able to just offset
our expenses.” This led to speculation that “we’re going to have to cut back on the number
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because there just doesn’t seem to be the interest that there was before that in participating in
large gatherings.”
Two interviewees described the challenge of providing programming for senior adults.
Organization R’s leader succinctly stated, “The older folks in our church, we really haven’t been
able to get anything off the ground for them.” The informant representing Organization P
corroborated, supplying some specific details:
What we did lose was programming with our veterans …. They would meet here every
Monday night. They have not come back since COVID. We have not done a Veterans
Day or Memorial Day ceremony because that was led by [organization name], and
they’re all elderly.
On a positive note, the pandemic’s disruption provided the opportunity to terminate
programs that were ineffective, as the informant from Organization R observed:
We were really trying to get rid of some stuff that really didn’t have a lot of fruit from it.
… It did help in some of those things, to say, “Hey, this huge event that we’re spending a
ton of money and time in, but we have no evidence of any fruit, probably is not our best
option ….” So it allowed us to get rid of some things.
If it is ultimately possible for nonprofits to return to pre-pandemic service levels, this
goal will not occur quickly or smoothly. As the leader from Organization E explained,
It’s been a little over a year since we opened back up to face-to-face learning. And that
has been slow going. So when we opened back up in July of ‘21, there were many days
where we did not see a tutor or student.
Additionally, as the informant from Organization H attested, it can be challenging for
organizations to adapt as demand for a particular service scales up or down. A single clinician,
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for example, cannot provide the full range of health care services that an organization offers.
Shifting to meet demand “takes a lot of team commitment and everybody’s got to be working
together to make that work.”
Increases in Service Delivery and/or Clientele
If the pandemic served to suppress demand for certain nonprofit programs and services, it
also heightened demand for other ones. The executive from Organization HS-2 reported
substantial growth between 2019 and 2021—“a 39.8% increase in the number of people served
and a 52.9% increase in the number of meals delivered.” Moreover, demand continued to
increase, with the charity receiving 50 new applications for service in the month prior to the
interview.
Other interviewees, although less specific about the details of their growth, were no less
certain about its reality. The executive from Organization H asserted, “The demand for our
services just looks a lot different. We’ve got a huge demand for behavioral health.” Organization
P, whose child care services grew during the pandemic due to the closure of other providers, had
expanded services to an additional location shortly before its leader was interviewed. Similarly,
Organization E’s shift to virtual delivery of its citizenship program attracted a larger client base
that remained in place when the researcher interviewed its representative.
Finally, the executive director of Organization HS-1 described the nonprofit’s increased
capacity to build homes for low-income families. Prior to the pandemic, the organization had
aimed to build two houses per year. At the time of the interview, it had already purchased six lots
of land and was weeks away from starting construction on three homes. Having spent more than
2 years accumulating building materials and equipment, and more importantly, having secured
new sources of revenue, the executive director aimed to open three new homes in the coming
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year and to sustain that level of output in the future.
Increased Focus on Mental Health Services
The pandemic having caused much uncertainty and fear, it is not surprising that four
interviewees described their nonprofits’ elevated attention to the mental health needs of their
communities. Significantly, these interviewees’ organizations represented four different NTEE
classifications and included equal numbers of organizations with and without a faith-based
identity.
Preceding sections have already noted increased demand for Organization H’s behavioral
health services as well as Organization R’s launch of a counseling center to supplement its other
ministries. However, the most passionate account of mental health needs arising from the
pandemic surfaced in the interview with the leader from Organization P:
We’re seeing our kids and our members are suffering from what? COVID. From
isolation, from watching the news so much and being riddled with anxiety, social media,
virtual learning from home for 2 years. Everybody’s anxious. … Mental health is
suffering right now, and I think one of the reasons is COVID.
As an affiliate of a national organization, Organization P benefited from resources made
available by its parent. Its representative referred to action being taken to advertise a suicide
prevention hotline and staff receiving mental health awareness training. Additionally, at the time
of the interview, Organization P was exploring the opportunity to offer a downloadable virtual
mental health app. If adopted, the app would allow any member of the community to access
virtual group programming at the organization’s expense.
The final example of a focus on mental health services arose in the researcher’s exchange
with the representative of Organization HS-2:
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One program we’re piloting … is kind of a friendly caller program, where … some of our
more elderly volunteers … [are] going to call or maybe visit one or two of our recipients
who do not have family members. It is not to solve their problems. It is not to become a
social worker. … A lot of our volunteers have a very close personal relationship with
their recipients. … We did a volunteer and recipient survey last fall, and those
relationships are vital to both the volunteers and the recipients. … So it is not just a hot
meal, although that is incredibly vital to their physical health and wellbeing. It is
definitely a mental health support as well.
In short, nonprofit leaders in Virginia’s piedmont were keenly aware that the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic extended far beyond the transmission of an infectious disease and were
taking proactive steps to address mental health needs that emerged in its wake.
Virtual Service Delivery
Five of the seven organizations represented in the qualitative phase of this study made
some sort of transition to virtual service delivery in response to the pandemic. Interviewees gave
varying accounts of the success of such efforts. This section explores the extent to which virtual
services begun during the pandemic are likely to continue to be offered.
Organization E’s representative summarily stated, “We have definitely decided that the
online aspect of what we do isn’t going away.” This observation did not mean that face-to-face
services were never to return. In fact, as the informant went on to clarify, the agency was about
to begin offering in-person citizenship classes again while it continued to run them online.
Furthermore, since its volunteers offered language tutoring individually, the format might vary
from one tutor-student pair to another, or even from one pair’s session to another. The
interviewee acknowledged,
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It’s just so convenient. I have one pair who only do their lessons on Zoom, but once or
twice a month, they’ll get together for lunch …, they’ll go out and have a cup of coffee
together, something like that. But their lessons are always on Zoom because that’s what’s
most convenient for people most of the time.
Finally, Organization E had concluded that all its language students needed to interact with
digital learning platforms as a means of preparing to function in contemporary society: “We need
to make sure that our students have stronger digital literacy skills. And so we do push that a bit
heavier with all of our incoming students … whether or not they work with a tutor online.”
The executive representing Organization H unequivocally affirmed that telehealth has a
viable future: “I think that’s part of the pandemic that’ll stay with us, especially in behavioral
health. Now that it’s there, it’s really a lot easier for people to connect with a therapist over a
virtual platform.” In addition to behavioral health, the informant foresaw that follow-up visits
and services to patients with mobility issues were a good fit for virtual delivery. Nevertheless,
although Organization H had used telehealth for sick visits during the pandemic, the interviewee
did not see this continuing:
We’re not going to be able to sustain our business if we can’t see our patients when
they’re sick. Parents especially did not react well to having sick kids seen over telehealth.
I think adults feel better about it. … Parents … want more when it comes to their kids. …
They want to come in and they want you to look in their ears.
Clearly, then, in the health care environment, virtual service delivery and in-person visits were
expected to co-exist in the foreseeable future.
As noted previously, Organization A upgraded its web presence and offered synchronous
virtual programming during the pandemic. The interviewee made it clear that both changes
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would persist in some form:
Now all of our exhibits are available online to view and in person, and we are still doing
some of the virtual programming. … We are still doing [one-off workshops] and plan to
offer those on a regular basis going forward.
Both of the membership organizations whose leaders were interviewed reported less
satisfactory forays into virtual service delivery. When Organization P’s parent created a
streaming service with a broad range of class content, the local affiliate offered it to the
community, with access fees varying based on the subscriber’s membership status. The
interviewee described it this way: “Cycling, belly dancing, tap dancing, opera lessons, you name
it. It is a virtual lifestyle platform.” Nevertheless, in the informant’s opinion, virtual
programming could never fully replace what the organization offered in person:
What makes [organization name] special is the fact that we’re community. You sit down,
you have a cup of coffee with somebody, you’re waiting for class to start, you’re talking
to them about the weekend. You have us, the staff, making connections so new people
meet other people. We’re constantly fostering conversation and friendship. You don’t get
that virtually.
Organization R offered only virtual church services during the initial weeks of the
pandemic, and then quickly returned to in-person services. When asked whether technology was
an enabler of the church’s ongoing ministry, the pastor offered this assessment:
Obviously, social media has helped communicate things. I don’t think it has helped care
for our people. Our online services have a platform for those that are missing. … Some of
those they add value, but they don’t add the value like being face to face and somebody
communicating with people does.
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As evidenced by the examples presented here, the constraints of the COVID-19 pandemic
led many Central and Southside Virginia nonprofits to experiment with virtual service delivery
in unprecedented ways. The outcomes of such experiments were far from consistent. In some
cases, factors such as convenience and the ability to attract a broader audience justified ongoing
online delivery. Where programs and services will continue in virtual form, they will most often
be offered in parallel or combination with the in-person forms that preceded them. Virtual
technologies seemed to gain little traction when they were used to foster community (religious or
otherwise) or to provide medical care to young patients.
Service Delivery at Partners’ Sites
Two of the leaders interviewed for this study reported recent increases in the delivery of
services at partners’ sites rather than in their own buildings. Organization H acquired a mobile
dental unit with grant funding that was fortuitously obtained before the pandemic. In-person
dental care having been suspended for a time to limit the spread of the coronavirus, many
members of the community did not immediately return to the routine of seeking care for
themselves and their children. The mobile unit lowered the barriers for care, as the informant
from Organization H explained:
We’re taking that unit around and going to public schools. And instead of a kid having to
leave school with their parent who has to leave work and come to our office, the kid just
comes out to the dental unit, gets the service that they need there, and then they’re back
in the classroom for the rest of the day. … I think that will be something that we’ll see
sustained year over year beyond just school systems. We’ve had other people reach out
with interest in getting our mobile dental unit to come visit nursing homes and even some
employers who are looking to create an opportunity for their staff without them taking the
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whole day off. So mobile dental I think’s something that’ll really grow out of this.
The executive of Organization A shared a similar shift affecting the delivery of arts
programming:
Other organizations that … were utilizing us for programs and services and coming here,
are now wanting us to come to them. So we have started doing outreach opportunities.
We’ve actually gotten some grant support to help us to purchase additional supplies that
can be used primarily to be taken off site and used in other locations.
The interviewee identified several kinds of organizations that were being served in this way:
private and public schools, retirement communities, and providers of after-school child care.
Making this change had definite budgetary implications:
A lot of our grant-writing that we’re doing is focusing more on what we call “art on the
go,” which is our outreach effort. So we’re currently trying to raise money to purchase a
van so that we can transport all those supplies, but also be available to do community
events more readily.
Strictly speaking, the changes implemented by Organizations H and A were not
necessitated by the pandemic. Rather, they emerged because routines were broken. In each case,
resulting adjustments were expected to persist.
New Services
Most of the service delivery innovations that interviewees attributed to the pandemic
involved modifications of existing services, including the development of virtual substitutes for
in-person offerings. However, at least four panelists described new services that their
organizations had birthed since the spring of 2020, all of which have already been mentioned in
this report. When Organization H’s dental employees were unable to perform normal services, it
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deployed them in an experimental pharmacy delivery program. “We learned that we did have a
lot of patients that were interested in having their medicines delivered and we’ve grown a
pharmacy mailout program through that.” The informant later affirmed, “Our pharmacy delivery
and mailout program, that will definitely stay around. That’s something that’s got more
utilization now than it did during the pandemic.”
As noted previously, Organization R launched a counseling center to address the spiritual
and mental health needs of its community. Given the common association between pastoral
ministry and counseling, it seems likely that the church already offered this service to some
extent. Nevertheless, the pastor who was interviewed emphasized its newness:
I have my master’s [degree] in biblical counseling. In the middle of the pandemic, we
were able to hire an additional counselor. We just noticed very early on … the loneliness,
the depression, the anxiety through all this. So the biggest thing we started during all of
this was our counseling center.
This informant went on to state, “Our counseling ministry is growing now. … The struggle with
marriages through this is evident, but that ministry has really grown.”
Months after the onset of the pandemic, Organization HS-1 was given the use of a much
larger facility than it had occupied previously. The executive director described using the space
to display and sell selected items that had been donated to it—an opportunity that it had
previously lacked. Although offering a thrift store did not directly accomplish the organization’s
mission, it provided a revenue stream that could be invested in mission-centric activities.
Finally, the executive leader of Organization HS-2 described the piloting of “a friendly
caller program” that would enable older volunteers, many of whom had been sidelined “at the
start of the pandemic,” to engage personally with service recipients who had no relatives to look
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after them. All these examples illustrate the fact that opportunities lay hidden amid the
challenges of the pandemic, giving rise to new services.
Infection Control Measures
Like other organizations in the Virginia piedmont, nonprofits took many steps to curtail
the spread of the coronavirus, whether acting in response to official mandates or other guidance.
Interviewees’ comments indicate that some of these measures will persist beyond the pandemic.
In certain cases, infection control measures that are retained may have an evidentiary basis, while
other instances may simply reflect cultural norms that shifted due to a heightened focus on
epidemiology.
The interviewee from Organization H discussed the anticipated continuation of clinical
masking:
We’ve learned … things that we needed to be doing around the office … to keep our
employees and our patients well. Those things will stay. I don’t know that we’ll ever go
back to not having people wear masks in the clinical area. … We used to count on
stomach viruses and flu and things like that running through our staff. … Enforcing a
mask policy in the clinic has resulted in a lot less staff outages because of our staff being
sick.
The leader from Organization A described ongoing efforts to reduce contact between
program participants and to maintain higher standards of cleanliness:
We’ve made some alterations and changes to our classroom spaces to be able to still
allow some distancing with our students. … We now clean and disinfect everything after
every class, so that’s still ongoing. We’ve invested in the spray sanitizer so that our chairs
… are sprayed after every performance. … Hand-sanitizing stations … are offered
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throughout the building as well.
Similarly, the interviewee from Organization P reported a few changes that remained in
place, including an emphasis on keeping fitness equipment clean: “We have cleaning product
everywhere, signage everywhere. We make announcements.” Additionally, children no longer
convened in the same space for meals: “Child Care got rid of the cafeteria. … We turned that
into a classroom, and now our two cafeteria employees take the food to the kids in their
classrooms.” Finally, membership involved acknowledgment of personal responsibility for one’s
health: “Now when you join …, you sign a waiver saying, ‘I know there’s a pandemic, and if I
get sick, I’m fully in charge of my own health …’—you know, not holding [organization name]
liable.”
Ongoing Staffing Challenges
As has already been discussed, nonprofits in Central and Southside Virginia encountered
a variety of staffing challenges during the pandemic. Since nonprofit services often involve
labor-intensive operations, when staffing issues occur, they cause significant concern. When the
researcher conducted interviews in August and September of 2022, three panelists remarked that
such challenges were ongoing.
Prior to the pandemic, Organization H placed a strong emphasis on the employee
experience. During the pandemic, despite shifts in demand, it managed to avoid terminating any
employees. Nevertheless, its representative admitted that it was not immune to staffing issues:
We’ve continued to struggle with workforce as a result of the pandemic. … Now, coming
out of the pandemic, the cost of labor has been driven up. A lot of people have
reconsidered whether if whether they even want to be in the labor market anymore.
Demand for its services being on the rise, Organization H sometimes struggled to align labor
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with service needs:
I would say that we are now … back in that [pre-pandemic] growth pattern in terms of
patient demand and need and services in the community. And where we tend to get stuck
the most right now is having the staffing to provide the services.
The executive from Organization P made passing reference to two factors that underlay
its ongoing staffing issues: “the Great Resignation … and [Virginia’s] minimum wage going up.”
Organization A’s leader spoke of increased labor demands arising from the need to deliver
services outside the walls of its own facility:
Getting out into the community that way has been a positive. The negative side of that is
that it does mean that we need to find ways to be able to fund and support either growing
our part-time staff to full-time staff, finding additional individuals that are interested in
being instructors, … [as] our current pool can’t keep up with all the requests that we’re
getting. So that’s an area that we’re working on.
The same interviewee mentioned ongoing efforts to rebuild the nonprofit’s volunteer base, on
which its operations were highly dependent.
Two interviewees—those leading Organizations HS-1 and R—made no mention of
staffing problems. At Organization E, where the volunteer base had shrunk and evolved amid the
pandemic, the supply of volunteers seemed to be recovering at a rate commensurate with the
demand for tutoring services.
Finally, Organization HS-2 diverged from other nonprofits represented in the interviews
by growing its volunteer pool to keep pace with rising demand for services. Its executive director
attributed the organization’s success to word-of-mouth advertising: “We have recruited so many
volunteers; people talk about us more. You know, you’re talking to your neighbor. ‘Oh, well, my
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church is volunteering. I volunteer.’” Additionally, Organization HS-2 had expanded its paid
staff:
I’ve hired more people and I feel like finally we have enough people and … we’re hoping
to do some really great things going forward. It’s like we finally have a chance to breathe
and I’m growing more programs.
The preceding discussion suggests that, emerging from the COVID-19 pandemic, there
was no general pattern as to nonprofit staffing in Central and Southside Virginia. Rather, each
organization’s success or struggles was a function of various factors, including demand for
services, the strength of the local job market, community engagement, organizational culture,
and compensation.
Modification of Organizational Structures
As discussed from many angles in this report, the pandemic brought significant change to
nonprofit organizations’ operating environments. Normal assumptions were suddenly violated
and conditions evolved rapidly. Not surprisingly, not every nonprofit represented in the
qualitative phase of this study was well organized to respond to the situation. In fact, two
interviewees referred to the dysfunction that resulted from their usual dependence on committees
to influence organizational planning.
When the pandemic struck, paid leaders understandably remained invested in the
direction that their organizations were taking. Boards of directors continued to meet in person
and/or virtually and were involved in guiding their organizations’ major decisions. By contrast,
volunteer committees either ceased to meet (Organization A) or failed to perform as needed
(Organization R).
Organization A had at least half a dozen committees, each focusing on a particular
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function (e.g., exhibits, education, marketing). Their work having been suspended because of the
pandemic, it eventually became necessary for the executive director and board to “revisit” how
committees would contribute to organizational life in the foreseeable future. The panelist offered
this explanation:
We actually had to kind of reinvent them. So we took the opportunity to revisit the
committees. We merged some of them that were doing similar activities …. We
restructured and/or revised … the roles and responsibilities of the committees, and
they’re all formalized …. This year has been spent doing that, and all of our committees
now are back up and running, and have met once or twice.
The leader of Organization R characterized the church as “very committee-driven.” The
dynamic nature of the pandemic required ongoing organizational adjustments. Yet, as the pastor
noted, “when all of a sudden you can’t get committees together, and people don’t want to come
out and they don’t want to meet, then somebody has to make decisions.” When Organization R’s
committees did convene, they were willing to take a course of action only if there was no
opposition. In the interviewee’s judgment,
It has opened the eyes of our church to “maybe committee-driven leadership isn’t the best
leadership.” And so we’ve been working through that in response to these events, that
there has to be some sense of leadership, that just because one person doesn’t like it
doesn’t mean nobody can do it.
When the researcher interviewed this pastor in August 2022, it appeared that the congregation
was still wrestling with structuring itself to make decisions that were timely and informed by
constituents’ opinions. The upheaval of the previous two-and-a-half years might have revealed
the inadequacies of the church’s legacy leadership model, but a new structure had yet to
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coalesce.
Uncertainty about Organizational Sustainability
A previous section of this report has already highlighted the fact that the COVID-19
pandemic produced short-term revenue losses for multiple nonprofits represented in the
qualitative phase of this study. This section examines the extent to which interviewees expressed
concern about the pandemic’s long-term financial effects.
The executive who represented Organization A noted that the availability of unusual
funding sources temporarily delayed the appearance of the pandemic’s full financial impacts.
“We were … very fortunate in 2020 and 2021 because of all of the additional opportunities for
funding support. … We actually were in better shape last year because of all those additional
funding supports.” Not surprisingly, this informant reported that the difficulty of recovering lost
revenue complicated planning efforts:
There is a struggle now to also look at the programming that we’re offering, and how do
we need to refresh and reinvent to meet the needs or the interests of the community at this
point in time, post-pandemic …. And that’s an area that we’re focusing on right now with
our strategic planning and our budgeting for the new year.
Furthermore, the leader of Organization A found that some grant funders had shifted their
priorities towards other segments of the nonprofit sector:
As nonprofits that were providing programmatic services, we experienced that … grants
that we typically would get funding from said, “You know, we’re sorry, we’ve gotten so
many requests, and we’re going to shift and specifically focus on health and human
service agencies right now, and not educational-related or arts and culturally-related
organizations.”
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Nevertheless, even nonprofits that focused on health and public benefit admitted that postpandemic finances were challenging. The interviewee from Organization H referred to an
operating deficit that had yet to be resolved:
It was a huge impact to revenue. … Though we’re back up to speed in terms of the
number of visits, the cost of doing business has gone up and we still haven’t quite closed
that gap to get us into the position that we were in before.
Organization P continued to receive subsidies to support its child care operations.
Although this presented short-term benefits, its representative emphasized the resulting difficulty
of building a realistic budget forecast:
What’s your real budget? How do you know … how much money you have? Because it’s
all artificial, it’s all false, and even now with the grant money that we have for Child
Care, it’s not a true budget …. Working on this five-year forecast, what does it look like
when you pull the grant money out? What else can we do to help people in the
community? Where are some other fundraising sources?
Perhaps more than any other nonprofit represented in the qualitative phase, Organization
HS-1 took a high-risk, high-reward approach during the pandemic. Suspending many aspects of
normal operations for more than 2 years, its executive director focused on building new sources
of revenue from grants, tax credits, and sales of donated items in conjunction with obtaining and
occupying a larger facility. In the process, the agency accumulated building supplies and land,
positioning itself to increase its construction rate in the short term. The nonprofit’s long-term
sustainability remained in question, though, as evidenced by remarks like these:


“We couldn’t do the normal building stuff, so we just switched gears and
strengthened the organization. And only time will tell, now that we’re starting to
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build, … if we’ve been successful in what we’ve done.”


“Now we’ve got to get back to where hopefully we can start raising money with
our fundraisers again and still continue on the grant path that we have developed.”



“My goal is to keep [annual output] at three houses a year.”



“We’re just riding high right now and hoping … it doesn’t crash.”

As documented in this section, two-and-a-half years following the onset of the pandemic,
some Central and Southside Virginia nonprofits had yet to settle in a stable financial position.
Nevertheless, financial sustainability did not seem to emerge as a significant concern in a few of
the researcher’s interviews. The leader of Organization R emphasized the church’s financial
health but acknowledged that it had yet to adjust its ministry activities to the reality of reduced
attendance or come to terms with the dysfunction of its committee-based leadership.
The leader who represented Organization E said relatively little about the agency’s fiscal
health, but stated late in the interview that “financially, we weathered the storm pretty well.”
Given that the organization served its clients free of charge, the fact that one of its main services
had yet to recover to its pre-pandemic output was apparently not a cause for distress. Similarly,
the chief executive of Organization HS-2, whose output grew during the pandemic, was bullish
about the charity’s position: “I think, in general, we’ve only gotten better.” This interviewee’s
remarks signaled confidence rather than worry.
As documented in this section, the pandemic did not lead all nonprofits in Central and
Southside Virginia to comparably sustainable positions. Factors that led one organization to
outperform another may have included (a) the reliability of its funding sources, (b) the
persistence of clients’ demand for its services, (c) its success in adapting service delivery to
emerging conditions, and (d) its capacity to recruit free (volunteer) labor.
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Nonprofit Leaders’ Overall Assessment of the Pandemic’s Impacts
The interview guide (see Appendix I) called for the researcher to ask each panelist about
the pandemic’s overall impact by posing a question like this: “When you think about how your
organization will likely deliver programs and services in the future, how would you describe the
impact of the pandemic?” Responses to this and related questions encapsulated participants’
summative views. This section probes those views, depicting the pandemic as an experience that
was disruptive and, paradoxically, both painful and profitable.
Disruptive
Every interviewee affirmed in some way that the COVID-19 pandemic had proven to be
a disruptive force in the life of their organization. Such sentiments were expressed in statements
like this: “We have had our system shocked.” “The pandemic all around is probably the highest
impact event that I’ve had to work through in all my years in health care.” “The pandemic is a
lesson for every nonprofit organization that we need to remember, that we need to be prepared
for something like this at all times.”
Furthermore, informants generally seemed to have accepted that the pandemic would
exert long-lasting impacts on their organizations’ operations. The executive from Organization A
stated that “the pandemic has really impacted nonprofit organizations … it’s changed the way we
do everything.” For the executive director of Organization HS-2, the pandemic was proof that
nonprofits could not afford to perpetuate past patterns of unpreparedness: “We’re not living in
that world anymore.” Even the leader from Organization P who longed for the restoration of prepandemic norms (“if I never do another virtual training, I will be a happy camper”)
acknowledged that such hopes would not materialize.
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Both Painful and Profitable
Several interviewees readily admitted that although the pandemic had caused pain within
their organizations, it had ultimately yielded positive effects. No one stated this more succinctly
than the executive from Organization HS-2: “It was a horrible time that actually will prove to be
very beneficial to us overall.” The representative from Organization E elaborated the same
sentiment:
I don’t think anybody is going to look at 2020 and 2021 and go, “Oh, yeah, that was a
great time.” But we did our best. We didn’t let ourselves get bogged down into a “woe is
me” mentality, that we’re never going to survive this. We just jumped in and we’re like,
“OK, this is what we have to do. So this is what we’re doing.” And in a lot of ways, I feel
like it made our organization stronger.
The informant from Organization H offered further corroboration:
If we break down takeaways, there’s positives, there’s negatives. But I would say at the
end of it, probably a net positive, because muscles get stronger when you break them
down and then they weave themselves back together stronger than they were before. And
that’s kind of like we had to break down everything we were doing and tried to trim the
fat and put things back together. So I think I learned more about our business and what it
takes to do business. And I’m glad that I had that experience and learned.
Interviewees offered various examples of the pains brought on by the pandemic. The
executive representing Organization H emphasized that the process was exhausting: “It was
really a huge impact for us from almost every aspect of what we do. It feels like it was probably
10 years ago. I mean, it feels like we’ve been doing this for a really long time.” Other informants
stressed losses related rather directly to service delivery. For example, Organization R’s leader
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lamented that “we had some very divisive feelings inside the church. There are people that
stopped coming because of our view and because we opened stuff up before they were ready.”
Similarly, the executive director of Organization A offered this assessment:
The big negative to the pandemic has been the slow return to have individuals coming
here …. We’ve actually had to cancel performances because the ticket sales were not at
the level that we needed to be able to just offset our expenses, which is a shame. That’s a
disappointment to the performer and also a disappointment to us.
As to benefits, at least four panelists described innovative organizational behavior arising
from the pandemic. In general, the disruption of the status quo provided the opportunity and/or
impetus to change operations, ultimately impacting service delivery. The informant from
Organization E stated it briefly: “I think it really kind of gave us the opportunity to evaluate
other modalities of education.” The executive from Organization H corroborated with further
detail:
Innovation is important to us and it’s a core value, but we get in our own way sometimes.
… I think that this pandemic forced a lot of innovation and forced us to be more reliant
on technology—not as reliant on brick and mortar and paper and pencil.
According to the chief executive of Organization HS-1, the suspension of normal
operations “gave us time to work on the business end of the nonprofit, and thankfully it was very
successful.” The counterpart from Organization HS-2 identified a range of benefits that added up
to increased capacity to deliver on the nonprofit’s mission:
It increased our standing in the community. It raised awareness of our impact and our
position. I believe it also, overall, increased recruiting of volunteers. And it allowed us to
implement program changes that we had planned to make, more efficiently. It gave us
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access to grant funding that wasn’t available otherwise, or as easily available.
Two panelists emphasized how the pandemic had drawn attention to realities that were
previously overlooked. The interviewee from Organization H highlighted increased awareness of
mental health issues:
I’m not completely sold that we’re that much more depressed than we were before, but
now people are admitting that things don’t feel so good. … Is it great that people are
depressed? No, but it’s really good that we’re talking about it and trying to think of other
ways that we can address it.
Similarly, the leader from Organization R asserted that the pandemic had helped the
congregation see some of its own deficiencies more clearly:
It really opened some eyes to “yeah, we really don’t live life together as much as we
thought we did just because we showed up on Sunday mornings.” And so … we’ve been
trying to grow our people to start thinking about if we really believe that this is the family
that we’re connected to, then we need to live life and care for one another, and that takes
everybody.
Leading Nonprofits through the Pandemic
Each nonprofit represented in the qualitative phase of the study entered the COVID-19
pandemic with a certain leadership structure in place. At a minimum, this consisted of a board of
directors and a chief executive. Additional paid staff with leadership responsibilities were
present in larger organizations. Furthermore, at least two of the nonprofits had a legacy of using
committees to mobilize volunteers and represent constituents’ diverse interests. This section of
the report first characterizes each of these leader categories. Subsequently, it describes how paid
managers and boards of directors contributed to organizational leadership during the pandemic.
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Nonprofit Leaders (Paid and Volunteer)
Five of the seven interviewees were functioning as chief executives at the time of their
interview. One of these had served in another role during much of the pandemic as part of an
intentional transition to the chief executive role. Interviewees described chief executives mostly
in terms of their experience, including time spent with the organization as a paid employee or
board member. In some cases, they highlighted the chief executives’ prior work in other
community organizations as a source of useful connections or contextual knowledge. In multiple
cases, interviewees described organizational successes previously achieved under chief
executives’ leadership, including growth in the quantity and quality of service outputs. Some
alluded to the relevance of prior learning, whether achieved through education or some other
means. Others emphasized attributes such as frugality, creativity, grit, generosity, commitment to
employees, and even humility.
Interviewees provided less information about other paid leaders. Where they did describe
such leaders, they focused on the extent and nature of their experience within the organization,
the value of their prior work experience, their role in overseeing specific areas of operation, and
their involvement in keeping board members apprised of organizational business.
In keeping with legal requirements, each interviewee’s organization operated under the
oversight of a board of directors. When panelists described their board members, they referred to
a variety of qualifications, including financial expertise, length of board service, leadership in the
community, engagement with the mission of the organization, gifts that complemented those of
chief executives, involvement as volunteer service providers, and diversity.
Two interviewees referred to their nonprofits having volunteer committees that were not
subsets of the board of directors. One organization was described as “very committee-driven.”
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Another was said to “have about six or eight different committees” focused on areas such as
facilities, marketing, and events. Since these committees lack the legal duty borne by boards of
directors, it is not surprising that they failed to convene normally during the pandemic.
Therefore, they will not be addressed in the forthcoming discussion of crisis leadership.
Leaders’ Actions amid and after Crisis
When describing their organizations’ responses to the pandemic, interviewees’ stressed
contributions made by chief executives. Not only did such emphasis reflect their own experience,
but it made sense of their role as agents whom their boards had employed to invest substantial
time in managing their nonprofits’ affairs. While board members’ knowledge of operating
conditions varied somewhat, chief executives felt compelled to ideate, propose, and implement
courses of action that would enable their organizations to adapt favorably to the pandemic’s
evolving conditions. Vision and drive for change often emanated from the chief executive. One
panelist labeled herself as a “bulldog” and reported that her board viewed her as someone who
could overcome the insurmountable: “for most people it’d be a barrier, but to [interviewee name]
it’s just a hurdle.” As needed, one chief executive made necessary decisions even if the authority
to do so seemed unclear: “Yes, I did [make the decisions], because somebody had to do it.”
Chief executives’ actions including communicating with staff, terminating non-viable
programs, devising modified services, making contingency plans, securing resources, and
reformulating budgets. They typically performed their work in consultation with other staff (if
applicable) and (at least at a high level) with the board’s knowledge. The following quotes
represent the actions that they took: “We totally changed our operation systems.” “We actually
did get ahead of a lot of the other … programs in the state. … The discussions that they were
having in August and September [of 2020], we were having in March and April.” “We had a lot
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of different [budget] scenarios. It was a lot of work.” “We made lots of contingency plans.
Luckily, we did not have to use all of them.” “[The executive director] was just like, ‘OK,
whatever you need, I’ll make sure that you have the resources to get there.’”
An interviewee who represented a large, multi-site organization described the
implementation of virtual town hall meetings as a means of facilitating communication during
emergent conditions.
Uncertainty unsettles people, so they want an outlet to just say what’s on their mind ….
We put together town hall meetings that were … weekly during the height of the
pandemic, where if people had … open-ended feedback or questions that they wanted to
ask, there was 30 minutes that … our CEO … and I and the rest of the executive team
were on those …. [People] could ask a question or get their suggestion out there if they
didn’t think it was being heard. … We would start off with just a quick update on what
we were doing …. And then after that the agenda was really driven by employees’
questions [and] concerns.
Notably, the town hall persisted on the organization’s schedule—albeit less frequently—when
the researcher conducted the interview in August 2022: “The town hall has really morphed to be
a bigger conversation. … We aren’t just talking about COVID anymore, but it is still happening
every other week.”
Particularly in larger, more complex organizations, paid staff other than chief executives
were clearly involved in formulating nonprofits’ responses to the pandemic. Use of plural
pronouns (we, our) in interviewee statements already quoted reflects this reality. One additional
quote, sourced from an interviewee who held a program manager role, aptly illustrated that
leaders other than chief executives owned their organizations’ response to the pandemic: “I had
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this mantra for most of 2020 and 2021: ‘Anything worth doing is worth doing poorly.’ … You
know, it’s not the best thing. But we’re still doing something. We’re still moving forward, we’re
still trying.”
Five interviewees discussed the board of directors’ role in shaping their organization’s
trajectory during and beyond the pandemic. Boards continued to meet throughout this time,
albeit with certain adjustments. At least two interviewees’ boards shifted to virtual meetings,
producing less than optimal outcomes in one case: “It was really challenging because we did 2
years of the Zoom. And it became the [interviewee name] Show instead of the board [interviewee
chuckles], which I hated.” One interviewee reported that the organization’s board met more
frequently: “We typically meet once a month, but when the pandemic hit …, we were having
regular virtual meetings every 2 weeks … for that first 6 months.” The same board voted to
extend its chair’s term to provide continuity amid challenging conditions.
Board members were not uniformly aware of changes or decisions impinging on
nonprofits’ operations or service delivery. They were most aware of matters that had a strong
connection to revenue. As one interviewee reported, “we had a board meeting to decide whether
we wanted to go for the first round of PPP,” referring to a loan program offered by the Small
Business Administration. A committee of the same board, being responsible for the service area
that generated most of the organization’s revenue, met with some regularity to discuss evolving
conditions. Another informant described the board’s reformulation of the organization’s 2020
budget and its use of various scenarios about revenue generated from programming and
fundraising. Yet another organization’s board was involved in setting and updating the terms of a
tax credit that would incentivize monetary donations.
One interviewee reported that board members remained aware of changes by
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volunteering as service providers or by being involved in other operational tasks. Another
informant noted that board members donated time and supplies to improve the organization’s
facility. As the effects of the pandemic waned, the same board attended to the reconstitution of
volunteer committees that had ceased to meet.
Interviewees were generally complimentary of their boards’ contributions. An executive
director who had taken the helm shortly before the pandemic started reported, “They have been
extremely involved. They have been lifesaving for me and this organization.” Another benefited
from a shared understanding of authority to use the nonprofit’s resources:
The board and I had agreed at some point that the gifts we receive were meant by the
donors to be used. … So I went into the pandemic knowing that that I was never going to
say “no” if there was a need that I could meet.
This informant further noted, “They just let us run with what we had to do during the worst of
COVID. I reported what we were doing, and I told them what I had done, and they said, ‘Great,
thank you.’” This panelist appreciated not being micromanaged but seemed to convey that the
board’s engagement had suffered somewhat as a side effect of meeting virtually. Similarly,
another interviewee acknowledged that her board supported her fully but was less proactive than
she would have liked: “If I have a problem, I call and they’ll help me, but if I don’t call them and
ask, I don’t have a one that just jumps in on the fray.”
Finally, another executive leader expressed appreciation for her nonprofit’s board but
reflected on the challenges inherent in receiving direction from people whose interactions with
the organization are concentrated in a 2-hour monthly meeting:
We have a great board, and they’re really engaged. It doesn’t matter how much good
information we give them, it’s still just a vignette or just a snapshot. And I think they get
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inspired by our mission, which is a great thing, but … they say the devil’s in the details
and the board doesn’t see the details. … The board tends to oversimplify in my
experience.
Taken collectively, information summarized in the preceding pages suggests that
executive directors, other paid staff, and engaged boards all contributed to nonprofits’ responses
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Executive directors played a critical role, having both the incentive
and the knowledge needed to make strategic decisions. They were often aided by other paid staff,
especially those with decision-making authority, who took ownership for their nonprofit’s future.
Boards of directors varied in the extent to which they understood their organizations’ operations,
especially beyond the financial realm. Although they did not generally micromanage, they were
sometimes prone to suggest implausible courses of action. Some exerted a transformative impact,
while others were not as proactive as they could have been in a season when executive directors
felt a substantial burden.
Strategic Decision-Making in Response to the Pandemic
As discussed previously in this report, environmental changes brought about by the
pandemic raised the need for leaders to make many decisions, often carrying what appeared to be
serious potential consequences. This section reports what interviewees said about such decisionmaking, focusing on three aspects: the factors that influenced decision-making, the sources of
information used to make decisions, and the processes employed to make decisions.
Factors Influencing Decision-Making
As the pandemic altered the environment in which Central and Southside Virginia
nonprofits operated, leaders were faced with difficult decisions that pitted various factors against
one another. The case of a health care organization illustrates the tension well. The panelist from
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Organization H stated that with the onset of the pandemic, “We had to very quickly figure out
how to provide services similarly without jeopardizing the health and safety of our employees.”
Later in the interview, the informant clarified that the organization’s identity as a “safety net
provider” provided a strong motivation for delivering services to fulfill its community health
mission. Nevertheless, this objective needed to be balanced with maintaining a stable workforce.
The latter was not merely a function of keeping staff healthy, but also of negotiating responses to
controversies surrounding mask-wearing and vaccination mandates.
Due to a decrease in patient visits, Organization H also faced the reality of decreased
revenue. In the words of the interviewee, receiving public funding gave “the federal government
… a giant say-so in what we do.” Furthermore, members of the nonprofit’s board communicated
expectations that were not always feasible:
The board of directors wants to see us in the community. … Where that becomes tricky is
when you have a board of directors that are really great at what they do, and they’re great
community leaders, but very few of them are in the business of providing health care.
Organization H’s leaders were far from alone in the tension that they felt. The informant
from Organization P acknowledged that decisions were shaped by epidemiological factors as
well as government mandates, financial realities, and clients’ demand for services. Similarly, the
pastor of Organization R reflected on the difficulty of reconciling differing constituent views,
government directives, diverging authoritative guidance, accountability to the community, and a
sense of the need to assemble for spiritual purposes. Even those who did not sense that
stakeholders were pulling in opposite directions wrestled with which issues to prioritize—in the
case of Organization HS-2, things like volunteer recruitment, fundraising, and implementation of
safety measures.
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Organizations that were represented in the interviews made different service decisions,
but it is accurate to state that many were governed by an overriding sense that their services were
important or even essential. The executive director of Organization HS-2, which maintained
continuous services throughout the pandemic, asserted the imperative of daily meal delivery:
We had things that had to be produced every single day no matter what. … Did the food
get out? Did the food get delivered? You know, that is a non-negotiable. And so if you
got food out, and the needs get got met, then the rest of it’s fluff.
The pastor of Organization R, which initially suspended face-to-face programming, concluded
that reinstating it promptly was critical:
We’re realizing people have to meet together. … They need to see faces. … We talked
through not just safety measures, but we had the other side as well, of “What happens if
we don’t meet? What’s the priority of church?”
As the informant from Organization E explained, conviction about what was important
sometimes simplified decision-making:
A lot of our students have lives filled with barriers, and we wanted to do whatever we
could to make sure that continuing their English [language learning] was not impossible.
… So we were working as quickly as we could to find some method of providing
services, but we knew that online was the only option we really had.
Finally, Organization HS-1, which had to suspend home construction, made decisions geared
towards developing infrastructure. Along the way, its executive director became even more
convinced of “how vital our work is.”
Sources of Information Used to Make Decisions
The rapid global dissemination of the novel coronavirus in the early months of 2020 led
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to significant attention from actors in the medical, scientific, and media communities. The
prospect of widespread illness and death led government authorities to issue an evolving series of
mandates that were intended to mitigate these outcomes. These events and actions also had
economic implications. In the span of months, the assumptions that had previously informed
organizational operations were violated or at least called into question. Traditional and social
media were fixated on all these developments, producing a cacophony of information. Such was
the world in which nonprofit leaders had to make decisions.
Not all interview participants described the information on which they relied, but those
that did so described a complex web of sources. The leader of Organization R mentioned getting
information from the church’s state-level denominational body and from health care personnel
within its congregation, among other sources. Organization P’s ability to provide child care
services was substantially affected by evolving state government mandates, requiring it to pay
attention to periodic announcements made by the governor. Operational constraints included
hours of operation, room occupancy, provider-child ratios, masking, quarantining of sick
employees, and contact tracing. As an affiliate of a national nonprofit, Organization P was not
alone in its quest for ways to keep its services running; in fact, it regularly obtained guidance
from other of its parent’s affiliates by participating regularly in statewide video calls.
Like Organizations R and P, Organization A benefited from networking with others
through community and statewide organizations. Its chief executive explained that “there were
all these different areas to get together on virtually to talk about, ‘hey, what are you
experiencing, what’s working for you, what’s not?’” Learning about other organizations’ plans
or successes did not always lead to imitation. In fact, having assessed what other cultural
providers in the area were doing, Organization A chose to avoid fruitless competition in what it
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viewed as a saturated virtual performance market. Finally, the leader of Organization A took
advantage of a year-long mentoring opportunity offered through the local Small Business
Development Center.
Abundant access to information about how to respond to the pandemic was not always
helpful. Leaders had to determine how to resolve conflicts between guidance received from
supposedly authoritative sources. The informant from Organization R, which operated an early
learning center, described the quandary that it faced: “They had … three organizations giving
them advice. And all three of them disagreed. I mean, they were different [interviewee chuckles],
so you know, it’s just kind of who’s doing the inspection.” Making sense of such information
could also induce fatigue in nonprofit leaders, as the testimony of Organization HS-2’s leader
implied:
I was doing a lot of reading. I mean, [parent organization] was putting out information.
My [spouse] … was getting information from [employer’s] corporate offices about best
practices. I was getting information from the hospital. I was signing up for information
from CDCC [sighs], information from the city [sighs again].
Processes Employed to Make Decisions
Faced with such unfamiliar and rapidly changing conditions, it comes as no surprise that
nonprofit leaders’ initial response to the pandemic was chaotic. The informant from Organization
P acknowledged that “there was a lot of running around with our hair on fire at the beginning,
and then we settled down and we just talked.” Talking through the situation was essential, and
deferring deliberations in hopes that the upheaval would blow over proved disadvantageous, as
the panelist from Organization E explained: “We actually did get ahead of a lot of the other adult
ed programs in the state. … The discussions that they were having in August and September
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[2020], we were having in March and April.”
If collaboration was necessary to ensure that strategic decisions reflected all relevant
information and perspectives, it was not always easy to achieve, and organizations that
succeeded in implementing it did so in varying ways. The task may have been simplest in
organizations with a smaller, centralized staff. A leader from one such organization said,
We have a staff of six, so that makes it fairly easy to get everybody together and make
decisions. We don’t have to run things up a chain of command. We just talked it all out
together, “What do we do? … What can we do?”
The interviewee from Organization P described deliberations that involved four key
decision-makers—three executive staff members and the board chair—who had knowledge of
the nonprofit’s finances and key programs: “We’re just having conversations. ‘OK, what’s the
next step? How are you going to do that? How do we make that happen? Where does this go?
Best case scenario, worst case scenario.’”
Larger, more complex nonprofits such as Organization H took purposeful measures to
ensure that decision-making represented various perspectives. Its informant asserted:
We’ve got so many employees it would be near impossible to incorporate everybody’s
feedback on an individual basis. … We set up almost immediately what we called a
COVID task force, and it was made up of various managers that were essentially
stakeholders that represented different groups of employees and could represent their
feedback. And so we’ve continued to meet every other week. … That was really helpful,
taking it away from the larger leadership team and just making a focused group that was
working together and responsible for getting their own people’s feedback.
The executive representing Organization R explained that the church’s use of committees
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proved to be a liability when constituents held different views on whether or how to resume
normal ministry to senior adults:
If somebody doesn’t want to do it, then nobody can do it … [interviewee chuckles]. You
know, we’ve had to battle that, and as a very committee-driven church, … I think it has
opened the eyes of our church to “maybe committee-driven leadership isn’t the best
leadership.”
Additionally, some constituents of Organization R were frustrated when, in the absence of a
formal structure for consultation, the pastor made assertive decisions as a matter of expediency:
They’re like, “well, [interviewee name] just makes the decisions.” Yes, I did, because
somebody had to do it and there’s no leadership structure here, you know. … You can’t
complain about the staff making decisions when there is no other structure.
Even in the context of collaborative decision-making processes, interviewees’ statements
emphasized that decisions were contingent rather than final. The executive from Organization A
described a budget reformulation process that explicitly tied spending plans to operations and
income, and to that end developed multiple scenarios, not knowing which would materialize:
We looked at every scenario, and what it looked like if we were closed for 3 months, if
we were closed for 6 months, if we only got to come back and we were at 20% capacity
for, I mean, we had a lot of different scenarios.
As another example of contingency, the informant from Organization H described the
calculus behind its decision to require that employees wear masks:
We want to keep our employees safe. But … there’s always the … balance between
keeping people safe and having a stable workforce. So, … a mask mandate. We’re all
going to wear masks at work. … We always would have people who were, ‘OK,
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everybody wants to be safe. The best way to do that is to get everybody to wear their
masks all the time while they’re inside.’ But there’s also a healthy contingent that says, ‘I
don’t or can’t. I’m not going to.’ And if they walk, what’s going to happen? Can we fill
those slots? … How’s that going to impact patient services?
The preceding discussion has given voice to interviewees’ statements regarding decisions
made in response to the pandemic. Such decisions necessarily considered many factors; drew on
multiple sources of information, sometimes to the point of contradiction or fatigue; and sought to
engage diverse stakeholders and scenarios with varying degrees of success. Although this
discussion has yielded insight as to how decisions were made, it has not focused on the
underlying reasoning. The following section will address that matter in detail.
Nonprofit Operations and Services in Theoretical Perspective
Chapter 2 introduced three theories that scholars have postulated in an attempt to explain
the relationships between organizations and their environments. All three perspectives—strategic
management, resource dependence theory, and neo-institutional theory—have been employed
repeatedly in studies of nonprofit change. This section of the report explores the extent to which
each theory coheres with interviewees’ descriptions of their organizations’ responses to
pandemic-induced change. In so doing, it addresses RQ4: How do service delivery choices
described by nonprofit executives relate to theories of organizations and their environments?
Strategic Management as an Explanation for Nonprofits’ Responses to the Pandemic
All seven interviewees explained their organizations’ service delivery choices in ways
that aligned to some degree with strategic management principles. Informants from four
organizations (A, E, H, and R) did so at two or more points in the interview. This section
explores examples of such alignment as well as instances where interviewees’ accounts
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contradicted strategic management.
The executive from Organization A, when asked if the arts and cultural center had
arranged any virtual performances as a substitute for in-person events, answered, “We looked
into that, but there were so many other opportunities in the community, we felt like it was
saturated enough that we really just didn’t get into that.” This explanation for the organization’s
decision not to shift toward virtual programming reflected analysis of the competitive
landscape—a key principle of strategic management. Similarly, the leader of Organization R
described the staff’s choice to quit offering a particular event: “Our Trunk or Treat, we got rid of
that because there’s seven churches around here that do it.” This reasoning reflected an effort to
establish a differentiation strategy—a basic concept of the industrial economics (IO) school of
strategic management.
Informants from three organizations spoke of launching or refining services in a way that
leveraged their distinctive capabilities—a point of emphasis in the resource-based view (RBV) of
strategy. Organization R recognized that two of its staff members had counseling degrees that
positioned the church to offer services in an area of rising need. Organization E was able to shift
fluently to virtual delivery because one of its staff had come to the agency with prior experience
in online teaching and learning. The chief executive of Organization HS-2 described a culture of
excellence wherein the nonprofit was always seeking to improve its operations, consistent with
the dynamic capabilities model of the RBV:
Why is it that we were able to grow and adapt and handle this change when one-third to
one-half of [affiliates with parent organization] were not? What was different? Well,
some of it was we were always looking to change. … We had decided that good was
never good enough. We don’t know what’s going to open the door next. … If we want to
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make sure that whatever happens next is just a bump in the road and not the Grand
Canyon, we have to have that same mentality today so that we’re not always playing
catchup on the daily stuff. … That’s just our pattern, to always get it right. That’s our
normal, to be exceptional.
A clear understanding of organizational resources sometimes led organizations to avoid
venturing into competitive spaces where they would have been unlikely to succeed. This was the
case with Organization A, which recognized that it lacked the technology required to deliver
quality virtual performances and the staffing needed to offer outdoor events.
The most common manifestation of strategic management principles, found in almost
every interviewee’s account, was the willingness to adapt services to new conditions.
Recognizing that providing in-person services put its employees’ health at risk, Organization H
pivoted to offer telehealth services for patients with active sickness. Additionally, it made a more
durable shift toward virtual delivery of behavioral health services, as it lacked the physical space
needed to satisfy rising demand in that area. Its representative reported, “We’ve done some
creative things with sharing spaces and have people deliver services from home. And I think
that’s part of the pandemic that’ll stay with us …. Now that it’s there, it’s really a lot easier for
people to connect with a therapist over a virtual platform.”
Organization R’s reinstatement of face-to-face services met with substantial demand,
particularly in children’s, youth, and counseling ministries. To some extent, this was the product
of responsible opportunism, as reflected in the pastor’s articulation of the thinking behind such
ventures:
“Let’s open it up and just see who shows up, and if it’s 10, it’s 10. If it’s 50, it’s 50. But
let’s not … hinder their ability to have that [community] just because some other people
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don’t feel comfortable with it.”
Similarly, the informant from Organization E acknowledged that the agency’s success in training
tutors online was not instantaneous but grew in quality over time. Once again, its actions
reflected a willingness to experiment and evaluate the outcomes—an approach consistent with
business model innovation.
Organization A emerged from the pandemic with the awareness that its clientele had
shifted and, consequently, that it needed to develop fresh strategies for reaching its community
with the arts:
Our clientele that was coming is not necessarily returning. I think part of that is people
got in new habits and new ways of finding access … to the arts, … I mean, you can
Google an art class and watch it [interviewee laughs] in a YouTube video …. There is a
struggle now to also look at the programming that we’re offering, and how do we need to
refresh and reinvent to meet the needs or the interests of the community at this point in
time, post-pandemic.
The foregoing discussion has illustrated that many actions taken by nonprofits in
response to the pandemic were consistent with the tenets of strategic management. Nevertheless,
interviews also revealed evidence that conflicted with this view of organizations and their
environments. Specifically, multiple interviewees expressed feelings of collegiality towards
other nonprofits, sentiments that seem foreign to a mindset focused on achieving sustainable
competitive advantage. The executive director of Organization HS-1 said,
Something that I have always hated is how selfish-minded so many 501(c)(3)s are. “It’s
mine,” you know? No, it’s not. We’re all here for the good of [locale]. So why not put it
together? We have three other organizations that are all nonprofits that we donate stuff to.
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As another example, when Organization A determined that it lacked the capacity to deliver highquality virtual cultural performances, it did not begrudge others the opportunity to do so. In fact,
its chief executive reported, “we made the decision to really promote what was going on around
our community, in our region, that others were providing.”
Finally, the leader from Organization E, when asked if competition motivated the
agency’s choices, responded this way:
There really wasn’t any thought of trying to get ahead of everyone else. … The
discussions that they were having in August and September [2020], we were having in
March and April. We didn’t realize we were doing this, but we had gotten ahead of a lot
of other organizations, … the programs that kind of shut down for the summer …. So
when it didn’t blow over by the time school started, a lot of the programs were struggling.
And we were hitting our stride.
If strategic management fails to account for the full range of actions taken by nonprofits
in response to the pandemic, it is necessary to consider other relevant theories. The next section
considers the merits of one such perspective—namely, resource dependence theory.
Resource Dependence Theory as an Explanation for Nonprofits’ Responses to the Pandemic
Five interviewees—those who represented Organizations A, H, HS-1, HS-2, and P—
described their respective nonprofits’ responses to the pandemic in ways that aligned with
resource dependence theory. Significantly, all five of them did so at multiple points during their
respective interviews. The following discussion explores the details of their statements.
Multiple interviewees described their organizations’ operations and services in ways that
clearly indicated how they were intertwined with access to resources of various kinds. The
executive director of Organization HS-1 spoke frankly about the connection between the
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charity’s net income and its ability to deliver services: “We have to make money.” Similarly, the
chief executive of Organization A expressed the importance of programming as a source of
revenue: “We live off of our income from our programming and we were wondering if we were
going to be able to reopen our doors because we lost all of that in one fell swoop.”
On the other hand, the informant from Organization HS-2 navigated the pandemic with
confidence because it had received a generous gift a couple of years before:
We had received a pretty significant bequest gift. And the board and I had agreed at some
point that the gifts we receive were meant by the donors to be used. … So it was a
commitment of mine and a commitment of the board that we would never say “no” as
long as we had money in the bank.
Whereas Organization HS-2 operated with low overhead, Organization P occupied “a
huge facility.” Although ample space proved to be advantageous when the pandemic required the
nonprofit’s clients to stay distant from one another, once such protocols were lifted, Organization
P’s facility investments gave it a strong incentive to return to pre-pandemic operations.
Interviewees also recognized the centrality of human resources—both paid and volunteer—to
their operations. A case in point was the leader of Organization HS-2, who mentioned having to
calculate and report to the Internal Revenue Service the value of volunteer labor received each
year.
Two interviewees communicated their charities’ dependence on resources by describing
their own fiscal conservatism. The executive director of Organization HS-1 said, “I’m a very
frugal penny pincher person. I’m not going to spend that money that I don’t have to spend when
I can do it this way.” Similarly, the counterpart from Organization HS-2 affirmed, “I am very
frugal and … I do not want to waste money, but I think staff need to be paid well.”
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Evidence of alignment with resource dependence theory also emerged when interviewees
discussed resource gaps that emerged due to the pandemic. The executive from Organization H
was not alone in acknowledging that its resource flows had not yet normalized at the time of the
interview:
Though we’re back up to speed in terms of the number of visits, the cost of doing
business has gone up and we still haven’t quite closed that gap to get us into the position
that we were in before.
Similarly, the informant from Organization P shared that the nonprofit’s membership,
which generated revenue through fees, had not fully recovered to its pre-pandemic level.
Furthermore, the leader from Organization A identified an ongoing agenda to rebuild its
volunteer base and secure funding to operate parallel on- and off-site programming. The same
informant also described problems with attracting sufficient programming revenue:
This year, concerts and performances have definitely not returned to the level that they
were prior to the pandemic. We’ve actually had to cancel performances because the ticket
sales were not at the level that we needed to be able to just offset our expenses, which is a
shame. That’s a disappointment to the performer and also a disappointment to us. So
that’s causing us to relook as we’re doing our planning for next year.
Notwithstanding the ongoing resource struggles mentioned in the previous two
paragraphs, interviewees also described achieving several resource-related wins over the course
of the pandemic. Organization HS-1 managed to secure grants, tax credits, and sales revenue that
directly supported the charity’s capacity to deliver on its mission. Likewise, Organization A’s
leader referred to “the process of looking for grant opportunities and funds through CARES Act,
PPP loans through the SBA [i.e., Small Business Administration], [and] the EIDL [i.e.,
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Economic Injury Disaster Loan] support through the SBA.”
The informant from Organization A also explained that one of its funders allowed it to
repurpose a programming grant to make facility improvements:
That was a huge plus for us …. Some of it we were able to then use towards some
projects that we had kind of put on the back burner because we couldn’t afford the time
to close the facility to the public to be able to make those renovations, and COVID
allowed us that opportunity to do that.
Nevertheless, not all resources won were financial. For example, Organization HS-2 successfully
overcame short-term losses of older volunteers, while Organization H managed to avoid laying
off any of its staff despite drops in demand for some services.
Resource dependence theory also aligned with some interviewees’ expressions of concern
about their organizations’ sustainability. The executive from Organization P described the
nonprofit’s initial shutdown in existential terms:
Honestly, in the beginning it was just survival mode …. The state mandated us to shut
down … March 16th through like June 2nd …. “How are we going to survive? How [are]
we going to pay the bills?” But then the CARES Act money came in and we had PPP
money coming in.
Later in the interview, the same informant explained how the organization had appealed to its
constituents to deem their membership fees as donations that would ensure its ability to serve the
community after the pandemic:
How do you tell a member to value their membership if everything is virtual and you’re
shut down for 3 months? So we had to pivot and go, “Your donation, your membership is
a donation. So when we do open our doors, we’re able to continue to not only meet the

214
needs of the people through programming, but we can meet the needs of the people in the
community because we are called to serve. And your membership, if you don’t freeze it
or you don’t drop it, you’re going to allow us to stay here in this community.”
The chief executive of Organization A also conveyed uncertainty about the arts center’s
financial future, focusing on the fact that certain funding sources had lost viability:
As nonprofits that were providing programmatic services, we experienced that … grants
that we typically would get funding from said, “You know, we’re sorry, we’ve gotten so
many requests, and we’re going to shift and specifically focus on health and human
service agencies right now, and not educational-related or arts and culturally-related
organizations.”
As evidenced by the preceding discussion, resource dependence theory appears to have
substantial explanatory power vis-à-vis nonprofits’ responses to the pandemic. However, it does
not align well with interviewees’ statements about collaboration between organizations. The
leader from Organization E offered a clear portrait of local collaboration:
One of the things that I love about [locale name] is the nonprofits play nice. Other places
I’ve lived and worked, nonprofits kind of hoard, and they’re like, “these are mine and you
can’t have mine.” And regardless of whether it’s volunteers or resources or whatever, I
have to say, here in [locale name], everybody’s like, “you know, you’re better served
going to such and such.” And we pass people around. We share people. We talk to each
other and the end result there is we’re all offering better services for those who need
them.
Informants from Organizations HS-1 and HS-2 also offered examples of collaboration with
agencies in their local areas. Whereas resource dependence theory posits risk aversion and the
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accumulation of resources, these panelists described an environment of mutuality. This notion of
solidarity provides a fitting segue to the following section, which explores the merits of neoinstitutional theory as an explanation for the interview data.
Neo-institutional Theory as an Explanation for Nonprofits’ Responses to the Pandemic
At multiple points in their respective interviews, all seven informants described their
organizations’ response to the pandemic in terms that aligned with neo-institutional theory. Each
interviewee conveyed that their nonprofit occupied a space within a field that established certain
norms for it. This section explores the ways they described their action in that space.
More than half of the interviewees acknowledged their organization’s place in a field as a
reality that was quite separate from the COVID-19 pandemic. The executive director of HS-1 felt
tension with the nonprofit’s parent organization over policies that constrained the local affiliate’s
ability to respond to evident needs within the community. At times this leader had confronted the
system, helping to reshape the parent in certain ways. Organization P noted that its parent was
tightening its standards before the pandemic, describing the relationship as “more like what you
would see like with Target or Starbucks. So … we have … to follow more in line of what [parent
organization] requires as opposed to doing our own thing.” Organization E’s field included its
local nonprofit community, which exhibited a notable degree of collaboration. The executive
from Organization A referred to expectations arising from its funding environment, whereby its
use of endowment returns was contingent on its success in raising more money.
Several interviewees were explicit about institutional expectations that arose because of
the pandemic. The informant from Organization H mentioned board members’ interest in its
response to community health needs: “If there’s a public health emergency, they want to see us
being part of the solution.” The same panelist referred to pressure from the federal government,
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from which it received funding:
We got a significant amount of funding from the federal government to stabilize our
workforce, to help support these activities. In exchange for that, they want to see the
action; they want to see that we’ve got vaccines available. They want to see that we’re
using the tests and the PPE [i.e., personal protective equipment] that they sent out to us.
Even Organization R, which may have had less formal accountability to its local
community than other types of nonprofits, felt the obligation to resume in-person services in a
way that would stand up to public scrutiny:
If you’re not handling this seriously and thinking through things, then you have no voice
to share the gospel with people. And I found if you could at least say, “we’ve thought
through this, we’ve talked to medical personnel in our church, … we’ve talked to our
state convention, and here’s … how we’re going to proceed,” that most of the time,
people were pretty respectful.
As noted earlier in the report, Organization P felt compelled to comply with a variety of
operating protocols that came with financial and other costs: wearing masks, cleaning equipment,
maintaining distance between clients, quarantining employees who had been exposed to the
coronavirus, maintaining contact tracing records, and more. Facing such a disruptive
environment, Organization P’s leaders benefited from connecting with a statewide network of
peer organizations, all of which were affiliated with its parent:
During COVID we would meet through Zoom like once a week …. Everybody’s sharing,
“OK, this, this funding source is going to be up next week. This is the link. You need to
go there and fill this out.” … So I used the Virginia alliance of other CEOs to help us
make decisions moving forward about membership, bridging the gap financially.
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Organization P was not alone in its experience. In fact, the informant from Organization
A described the value of interagency deliberations at some length:
In the very beginning, it was huge. We were getting together on Zoom meetings. It was
really great, because local entities like our Chambers of Commerce, the Virginia
Commission for the Arts, were hosting a lot of opportunities from a nonprofit standpoint,
a small business aspect, or an arts and cultural aspect. There were all these different areas
to get together on virtually to talk about, “hey, what are you experiencing, what’s
working for you, what’s not?” … Everybody was struggling with, “Oh my gosh, what are
we going to do?” And so that was extremely helpful, building those connections and
those relationships to be able to develop [protocols and processes] together instead of one
person trying to do it all.
As narrated by these two panelists, and to a lesser degree by others, the pandemic
imposed new conditions on nonprofit organizations. Consistent with neo-institutional theory,
organizations often chose how to respond with some reference to norms emerging among other
members of their fields. However, to say that the process was straightforward or comfortable
would be a serious mistake. As examples from multiple respondents illustrate, nonprofits
represented in the qualitative phase found that various stakeholder groups expected significantly
different things from them.
As noted previously, Organization R wrestled with how to operate its early learning
center when it received conflicting guidance from three organizations, all of which were in a
position to establish norms. At multiple points during the interview, the leader from Organization
HS-1 reported significant frustration with policies imposed by its parent, summed up in the
statement that “they don’t know the small, rural affiliate.” When Organization H adhered to
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government directives in the operation of its clinics, it faced backlash from some of its clients:
Some of our patients saw us as an adjunct of the government, and so we had some
instances where people came in angry …. Before we asked them to do one single thing,
they’re already mad at us because we were part of the big machine telling them that they
had to do all of these things. So I would say that that definitely mandates have been a
huge thing for us.
Finally, Organization P’s representative described the angst that arose from trying to
ensure that clients complied with new protocols:
You’re terrified of being called in by the health department because somebody
anonymously called … to say, “hey, I saw a picture on Facebook or I drove by … and I
saw two people working out super close together.” … And [interviewee laughs] you’re
just trying to be. You’re just trying to open the doors ….” You know? “You guys need to
be apart, but don’t forget about sense of community and mental health!” [interviewee
laughs].
As documented in the preceding two paragraphs, conflicts between stakeholder interests
complicated nonprofit leaders’ operational decisions during the pandemic. Nevertheless, a few
interviewees reported that key stakeholders temporarily demonstrated remarkable flexibility. The
informant from Organization E offered this example:
I was actually kind of surprised because the directives were coming from the Federal
Department of Adult Education. OCTAE [i.e., the Office of Career, Technical, and Adult
Education] was just saying, “You know, this year’s kind of a wash. Do your best.” They
were not hammering us on achieving certain goals …, all of our normal metrics that they
are looking at and for on typical years. They were kind of, like, “You know, just keep
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offering services to as many as you can. Good luck.”
The chief executive of Organization A shared that funders allowed it to redirect grants to
areas of emerging need:
We were very fortunate, too, that we had received some grants to support some of our
programming, … and some of those grantees came back … and said, “You know, we
provided you this grant to support this. We’re opening it up that you can use it for
whatever you need it to be used for.”
As a final example of an unusually pliable institutional environment, the executive
director of Organization HS-2 explained that volunteers who were on the receiving end of
significant operational changes offered less pushback than might have been expected under more
normal conditions. The foregoing discussion shows that, without exception, interviewees viewed
their nonprofits as situated in fields where legitimate action was constrained by the expectations
of other actors—a defining feature of neo-institutional theory.
The Merits of Using Multiple Theories
The preceding sections have established that many aspects of nonprofits’ responses to the
pandemic corroborated the three theories examined in Chapter 2 and instantiated in the survey
instrument: strategic management, resource dependence theory, and neo-institutional theory.
Table 27 summarizes the degree to which each theory found support in each of the seven
interviewees’ statements. No single theory achieved a high level of alignment with the
organizational responses described by all seven interviewees. Only one perspective, neoinstitutional theory, found at least “Moderate” support in all interviewees’ accounts. However, as
denoted by occurrences of the “High” label, each theory seemed to align strongly with the
experience of one or two organizations. Statements from representatives of Organizations E and
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HS-1 seemed to conflict with strategic management and resource dependence theory.
Table 27
Alignment of Theories with Descriptions of Nonprofit Organizations’ Responses to the Pandemic
Organization

Strategic management

Resource dependence
theory

Neo-institutional
theory

A

High

High

Moderate

Low/None

Moderate

Moderate

Moderate

a

E

Moderate

H

Moderate

HS-1

Low/None

a

a

Moderate

HS-2

Low/None

Moderate

Moderate

P

Low/None

High

High

R

Moderate

Low/None

Moderate

High

Note. A “Low/None” designation indicates that the researcher detected no more than one point of
alignment between an interviewee’s narrative and a particular theory. A “Moderate” label
generally indicates the presence of two distinct points of overlap, while the “High” designation
denotes the presence of three or more.
a

Interviewee’s statement contained at least some information that contradicted this theory.
Perhaps most importantly, each interviewee’s statements aligned to a “Moderate” or

“High” level with at least two theories. Therefore, qualitative data suggest that nonprofit
organizations’ responses to the pandemic are best understood when viewed through multiple
theoretical lenses. Of course, the theories featured here are not the only ones that might usefully
have been employed in research on the subject at hand. The fact that four informants’ statements
(those representing Organizations E, H, HS-2, and R) did not achieve a “High” level of
alignment with any of the three theories featured in the study may imply the value of casting a
wider theoretical net. Interviewees’ mention of a variety of stakeholders (clients, paid and
volunteer staff, funders, government agencies and officials, peer organizations, etc.) suggest that
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stakeholder theory might have proved a worthwhile lens for analysis.
Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings
Creswell and Creswell (2020) stressed the need in a mixed-methods study to integrate
quantitative and qualitative data sets. To some extent this is inherent to an explanatory sequential
design, as insights gained in the initial (quantitative) phase inform decisions about sampling and
data collection in the later (qualitative) phase. Nevertheless, once the qualitative data have been
collected and analyzed, there is a place for further integrating the data sets—for comparing the
quantitative and qualitative findings to ascertain the extent to which they can be reconciled, and
thus to identify questions that may be appropriate for further research. This section addresses the
need for such integration. Areas in which the quantitative and qualitative data sets corroborated
one another well are considered first, followed by areas in which they seemed to conflict.
Corroboration between Quantitative and Qualitative Data Sets
This section of the report elaborates five areas in which the study’s two data sets
substantially confirmed one another. Findings are presented under the following headings:


Many Changes in Service Delivery, but Some Only Temporary



Widespread Shifts to Virtual Program/Service Delivery, with Varying Results



Changes in Service Delivery Based on Unique Organizational Factors



Board Members’ Relative Detachment from Service Delivery Changes



Support for Competing Theories of Organizations and Their Environments

Many Changes in Service Delivery, but Some Only Temporary
Survey and interview data clearly established that nonprofits in Central and Southside
Virginia altered their service delivery in many ways because of the COVID-19 pandemic. Both
data sets also affirmed that, two-plus years after the pandemic’s onset, many such changes had
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already been reversed or were not expected to persist.
The matrix presented in Block 2 of the survey inquired about 14 types of service delivery
change. All followed a 7-point Likert-style scale with a neutral mid-point. Eight of these items
attracted responses of 5 or higher from at least 50 percent of those who completed the survey:


1. Offering new programs or services



2. Delivering programs or services to more clients



3. Scaling back programs or services



5. Increasing coordination or collaboration with other organizations



11. Offering programs or services in new venues



12. Delivering programs or services virtually



13. Altering services to increase efficiency



14. Altering program/service formats to meet client needs

Responses to these and other questions plainly indicated that the region’s nonprofits
experienced significant short-term service delivery changes because of the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, as illustrated in Figure 6 early in this chapter, responses to the Block 3 matrix
indicated that many of the service delivery changes that survey respondents’ organizations made
because of the pandemic were temporary. In fact, only five types of change were regarded by at
least 50 percent of respondents as likely to persist.


1. Offering new programs or services



5. Increasing coordination or collaboration with other organizations



12. Delivering programs or services virtually



13. Altering services to increase efficiency



14. Altering program/service formats to meet client needs
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Narratives collected during the qualitative phase of the study provided various examples
of service delivery changes that interviewees expected to persist. Organization R launched a
counseling center. Organization H experimented with and retained a pharmacy mailout program.
Organization HS-2 overhauled its food distribution operations. A few organizations made
enduring shifts to virtual program/service delivery—a change significant enough to warrant
separate discussion under the next heading.
Turning attention back to the survey data, average scores for five types of change
dropped by at least one full point from the Block 2 matrix to the Block 3 matrix, where
respondents were asked to rate the likelihood that changes made would persist. Such statistics
signaled that, for many organizations, these changes were temporary. Four of these changes
entailed some sort of reduction, while the other represented a shift towards virtual
program/service delivery.


3. Scaling back programs or services



6. Reducing service hours



9. Relying less on volunteer labor



10. Closing offices or program sites



12. Delivering programs or services virtually

Many survey respondents did not expect the contraction of their organizations’ programs
and services to persist. Nevertheless, all but one of the informants involved in the qualitative
phase of the study revealed that their respective organizations had not returned to pre-pandemic
service outputs on all fronts. In some cases, incomplete recovery produced concerns about
organizational sustainability.
Interviewees offered many concrete examples of changes that turned out to be temporary.
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Organization R refrained from assembling for corporate worship for several weeks. Organization
P closed its facility for nearly 3 months. Organizations E and HS-2 lost older volunteers early in
the pandemic but were successful in recruiting replacements as time went along. Organization A
suspended in-person classes and performances for differing lengths of time, ranging roughly
from 6 to 18 months. Organization HS-1 suspended its main service for more than 2 years.
Regardless of the duration of these disruptions, all had run their course by the time that the
researcher conducted interviews. In summary, the pandemic exerted significant impacts on
service delivery, but not always in an enduring way.
Widespread Shifts to Virtual Program/Service Delivery, with Varying Results
The prompt “Delivering programs or services virtually” garnered the second highest
mean score among items in the survey’s Block 2 matrix (5.66). In the Block 3 matrix,
representing persistent changes, it achieved the fifth highest mean (4.40). These statistics suggest
that a wide range of organizations represented in the study pivoted toward virtual delivery
because of the pandemic, and that a substantial number opted not to retain said change once it
became feasible to return to legacy modes of delivery. Findings from the qualitative data set
confirmed this impression.
Five nonprofits represented in the qualitative phase (all but HS-1 and HS-2) reported
making some sort of shift to virtual services because of the pandemic, albeit with varying
outcomes. Organizations A, E, and H reported that their experiences with virtual delivery had
been worthwhile enough to warrant continuation. The ongoing role of virtual services differed
from one nonprofit to another. In Organization A, virtual programming was viewed largely as an
entry-point for engagement with on-site programming. In Organization H, where various
services were initially delivered online, a few proved to be particularly well suited to the new
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environment. Virtual programming expanded the geographic area from which Organization E
could draw clients and helped keep its services running even when clients and volunteers were
traveling. The insights gained from these organizations showed that virtual delivery, although
eminently convenient, was not well suited to every client or type of service. In each case, virtual
delivery was expected to co-exist with in-person services.
Organization R made a focused shift to virtual delivery early in the pandemic, but
resumed face-to-face services within a matter of weeks. Its informant viewed online services as
yielding relatively little value. Similarly, although Organization P would continue to offer its
parent’s virtual services, its representative saw them as peripheral to its community-centered
mission. In both cases, providers of inherently relational programs and services found digital
channels to be inferior substitutes for in-person contact. Of course, as the experiences of
Organizations HS-1 and HS-2 highlighted, delivering essential services such as food and housing
virtually was an impossibility. Therefore, survey and interview findings combined to convey
that, although many nonprofit services can be delivered virtually, not all should be.
Changes in Service Delivery Based on Unique Organizational Factors
One of the major insights that emerged from this study was that it was difficult to predict
the extent of service delivery change that an organization experienced. When combined,
quantitative and qualitative data sets conveyed that the pandemic’s impact on an organization’s
service delivery was idiosyncratic, being more tied to its distinctive resources, operations, and
capabilities than to obvious organizational attributes.
Regression analyses that used organization age as the independent variable predicted just
one of eight dependent variables, Retrenchment; in that case, it explained just 2.2% of the
variability. Patterns of service delivery change differed based on expenditures in the case of six

226
dependent variables, but this factor generally only distinguished the smallest of organizations
(those with expenditures of $250,000 or less) from larger ones. To some extent, the lower
number of changes reported to have been made in smaller nonprofits may simply have reflected
the fact that their operations were less diversified than those of larger organizations.
NTEE classification was associated with differences in just one dependent variable.
Specifically, Human Services organizations had significantly lower mean Retrenchment rank
scores (65.76) than did Arts, Culture, and Humanities (111.13) or Religion-Related organizations
(104.98). However, no differences were found on the basis of NTEE classification in regard to
persistent patterns of service delivery change. Similarly, faith-based organizations had higher
mean rank scores than non-faith-based organizations on Conditions and Retrenchment variables,
but not on their longer-term corollaries, Persistent Conditions and Persistent Retrenchment.
Overall, the most reliable predictor of service delivery variables was not a readily
observable trait such as an organization’s size or age, but rather the extent to which it approached
the pandemic in a manner congruent with a particular theoretical orientation, strategic
management. This observation fits into a larger theme that warrants separate discussion a little
later in the report.
Board Members’ Relative Detachment from Service Delivery Changes
Relatively few nonprofit board members who were invited to complete the survey did so
(n = 10, accounting for 5.7% of all respondents). Analysis of survey data suggests that many
board members may have passed on the opportunity to respond due to a lack of familiarity with
the subject matter. Analysis of potential differences in survey responses based on respondent role
found statistically significant differences on two short-term variables (Conditions and
Alignment) and two long-term ones (Persistent Conditions and Persistent Opportunity).
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Specifically, board members had lower scores on each of these variables than did other
respondent groups. Given that higher scores denoted perceptions of service delivery changes
made and expected to persist, it appeared that board members were relatively unaware of the
extent to which their organizations had shifted, both temporarily and persistently.
Further affirming board members’ relative distance from service delivery changes was
the fact that only one board member who completed the survey volunteered to be interviewed.
Although the researcher was interested in hearing this individual’s perspective, he was unable to
arrange an interview. The researcher asked all but two interviewees to comment on their
respective boards’ role in navigating the pandemic. Informants expressed their appreciation for
board members’ useful gifts and their passion for organizational mission. However, some
balanced such praise with concern regarding board members’ distance. One associated such
behavior with the constraints of virtual meetings. Another stated that board members were
willing to help but were not proactive in doing so. Yet another saw board members as
oversimplifying service delivery matters because they were unaware of important details.
The preceding information implies that board members were, in a significant number of
cases, unaware of the full range of service delivery choices that their organizations’ executives
faced. The question arises, though, as to whether board members could have contributed more
fruitfully to the region’s nonprofits during the pandemic or whether they needed to keep their
distance and allow paid leaders to do their jobs. Of particular concern is whether boards could
have been more involved without devolving into micromanagement. This is a possible area for
future research.
Support for Competing Theories of Organizations and Their Environments
As discussed in Chapter 2, various published studies have employed some combination
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of theories in their quest to understand how nonprofits relate to evolving environments.
Similarly, this study’s quantitative and qualitative findings affirmed, at least to some extent, the
merits of using a multi-theory approach when seeking to explain nonprofits’ response to the
COVID-19 pandemic.
Likert-style survey items explored the extent to which each respondent’s organization
approached the pandemic’s uncertain conditions in ways that were consistent with three
prominent theories. Higher scores on these 7-point questions denoted higher levels of reported
congruence with the theories. The three questions elicited similar responses, with mean scores
ranging from a low of 5.49 (neo-institutional theory) to a high of 5.68 (resource dependence
theory). Strategic management occupied the middle position with a mean of 5.64. Similar mean
scores ostensibly signified that, collectively, respondents viewed the three theories as holding
relatively equal validity.
Data from the qualitative phase of the study corroborated the simultaneous affirmation of
multiple theories. As summarized in Table 27 earlier in this chapter, no single theory was found
to align to a high degree with all seven interviewees’ statements. Moreover, the researcher found
that each interviewee’s statements aligned at a high or moderate level with at least two theories.
Taken together, quantitative and qualitative findings supported the common practice of using
multiple theoretical perspectives to examine nonprofits’ responses to environmental change.
Nevertheless, as the following discussion makes clear, evidence emerged to differentiate
strategic management from the other two theories.
Conflict between Quantitative and Qualitative Data Sets
The previous section explored five areas in which this study’s quantitative and qualitative
data sets complemented one another relatively well. In this section, the difficulties of reconciling
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survey and interview findings are discussed under three headings:


Mixed Support for Strategic Management’s Explanatory Power



Limited Qualitative Evidence of Increased Interorganizational Collaboration



Limited Qualitative Evidence of the Launch of New Programs/Services

Mixed Support for Strategic Management’s Explanatory Power
As suggested by the title of this sub-section, strategic management achieved some
distinction from the other two theories that underlay the design of the survey. When survey data
were subjected to regression analyses, strategic management was the only theory that predicted
dependent variables. Specifically, it was a positive predictor of all variables except Retrenchment
and Persistent Retrenchment. Across the six variables, congruence with strategic management
explained between 3.2% and 7.2% of variability. In two cases, it predicted with a very high
significance level (p < .001).
Potentially conflicting with the quantitative evidence is the fact that three interviewees—
those representing Organizations HS-1, HS-2, and P—were not observed to affirm strategic
management at a moderate or high level in their narratives (see Table 27 earlier in this chapter).
Additionally, at certain points, informants from Organizations HS-1 and E made statements that
seemed to contradict this theoretical perspective.
Lack of corroboration of strategic management in all interviews was not necessarily a
fatal flaw, particularly given that the researcher did not explicitly probe regarding specific
theories. Furthermore, some interviewees might have been among those survey respondents who
indicated that their organizations’ approach did not align with strategic management.
Nevertheless, if this theory held relatively high explanatory power, it seems strange that only one
panelist (the executive from Organization A) made statements that signaled high congruence
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with it.
One possible way to understand the complex interplay between the three theories is to
view congruence with resource dependence and neo-institutional theories as a baseline held in
common by most organizations. By contrast, strategic management, with a higher standard
deviation (SD = 1.56, versus 1.34 and 1.39 for neo-institutional and resource dependence
theories, respectively), might be a differentiating factor.
Two facts about the strategic management variable are clear. First, organizations
represented in the survey data differed more as to their congruence with this theory than with
other theories. Second, strategic management, in contrast with the other two theories, was able to
predict dependent variables that generally denoted opportunistic reconfiguration and growth.
What remains unclear is whether organizations that had high strategic management scores faced
objectively better environmental conditions or, alternatively, whether their adherence to this
theory predisposed them to locate the opportunities that were available to, but missed by, other
organizations. Answering this question is beyond the scope of this study’s design.
Limited Qualitative Evidence for Increased Interorganizational Collaboration
The prompt “Increasing coordination or collaboration with other organizations” garnered
the fifth highest mean score among items in the survey’s Block 2 matrix (4.85), with nearly twothirds (64.6%) of respondents affirming this sort of change with a response of 5 or higher. In the
Block 3 matrix, it achieved the second highest mean (4.83), with well more than half (56.6%) of
respondents agreeing that this sort of service delivery change would persist in the life of their
respective organizations.
Given this quantitative backdrop, the researcher expected interviewees to provide clear
examples of interorganizational coordination or collaboration that had arisen due to the
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pandemic. Such changes were affirmed qualitatively, but not as strongly as might have been
construed from the survey data. The following examples of collaboration were cited:


Organization HS-1 established friendly relationships with two area businesses that
were started during the pandemic. As a result, both businesses bought items from
the nonprofit’s thrift store. Additionally, one of them served as a collection point
for goods being donated to the charity.



Organization HS-2 benefited when local businesses were unable to maintain
normal operations but, wishing to avoid layoffs, made their employees available
as volunteers.



Organization E received new students via referral from other organizations when
similar programs around the state shut down.



Organization H coordinated with other organizations to deliver mobile dental
services on their sites.



Organization A delivered “art on the go” in partnership with various community
organizations, with some of these relationships presumably being new.



Organization P began offering child care in a needy community where such
services were sorely needed; this was made possible by an agreement to use
another agency’s facility.

The preceding examples establish that the COVID-19 pandemic spurred nonprofits to
collaborate and coordinate with other organizations as they sought to maintain, reinstate, and
grow services in a season of upheaval. Nevertheless, the first three examples constituted loose
collaborations, and few, if any, of the examples could likely be said to have had a transformative
effect. The seeming discontinuity between quantitative and qualitative data sets may simply have
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reflected differing assumptions, with survey respondents being inclined to give themselves credit
for minor increases in collaboration while the interviewer was disappointed by finding little
evidence of fundamental shifts toward collaborative service delivery.
Limited Qualitative Evidence of the Launch of New Programs/Services
A final area of possible discrepancy between quantitative and qualitative data sets
concerns evidence for new programs and services being launched because of the pandemic. Once
again, survey data led to the expectation that examples of new programs and services would be
abundant. The prompt “Offering new programs or services” attracted the fourth highest mean
score in Blocks 2 (5.12) and 3 (4.51) of the survey, indicating that said changes, although
temporary in some cases, were expected to persist in many others.
Data from interviews did identify some new programs and services:


Organization R launched a counseling center. Given the fact that the interviewee
held a graduate degree in counseling, it would presumably be a mistake to
conclude that the church offered no counseling services before the pandemic. The
counseling center likely represented a formalization and intensification of what
existed before. Nevertheless, the interviewee characterized it as new.



Organization HS-1 set up a thrift store in the new facility that it obtained during
the pandemic. However, this development was more of a mission enabler than a
new program/service, as it created a valuable revenue stream for the nonprofit but
did not directly address the community’s housing needs.



Organization H developed a pharmacy mailout program—perhaps the clearest
example of a new service in the entire qualitative data set.



Organization HS-2 had begun piloting a friendly caller program by the time of the
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interview and planned to launch it formally shortly thereafter.
The limited number and range of new programs and services mentioned during the
interviews seems to conflict with the prevalence of this sort of change that was reported in the
survey. One possible explanation for this apparent discrepancy may lie in the construction of the
survey instrument. The prompt “Offering new programs or services” appeared in the first
position of both matrices. Respondents may well have interpreted it broadly, not yet having seen
other prompts. As an example, if a respondent’s organization had transitioned a preexisting
service to a virtual platform, the respondent may have been inclined to see this change as a new
service, particularly without having encountered the prompt “Delivering programs or services
virtually.” Although it is possible that survey data exaggerate the extent to which new programs
and services emerged in the pandemic’s wake, it is evident that some such programs and services
did emerge. Disruption, although uncomfortable, provided conditions suitable for innovation.
Conclusion
This chapter has presented detailed findings derived from analysis of two data sources: a
survey that attracted 175 responses and a series of 7 guided interviews. Additionally, it has
explored the relationship between the two data sets, finding evidence of substantial corroboration
but also exploring a few areas of potential conflict.
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CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE ACTION
Introduction
As discussed in previous chapters, this study explored the effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on nonprofit organizations, specifically seeking to identify and describe the extent to
which the pandemic led to strategic service delivery changes. This being a new phenomenon, the
researcher constructed the study based on a combination of theoretical perspectives, empirical
evidence from past studies of nonprofit organizational change, and emerging evidence of the
pandemic’s impacts on nonprofits.
Over the course of decades, scholars have proposed various theories to explain how
organizations relate to their environments. Three traditions adopted for use in this study—
strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism—posit somewhat distinct
organizational responses to the pandemic (see Figure 1 in Chapter 2). Strategic management
theorists emphasize responses focused on the pursuit of competitive advantage, whether by (a)
selecting a defensible position and supporting activities, (b) cultivating and exploiting valuable
and distinctive resources or capabilities, or (c) altering business models to deliver more value or
achieve better financial outcomes.
The resource dependence perspective expects organizations to compete for resources to
reduce uncertainty and ensure that they remain viable under altered conditions. In this view,
there may be relatively few incentives for an organization to collaborate outside the realm of its
coalitions. Finally, neo-institutional theory posits that organizations look at environmental
uncertainty through the lens of their interactions with organizations in their field. They may
adapt to changing conditions or they may refrain from doing so; in either case, they will make
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choices out of a concern for maintaining legitimacy.
As summarized in Figure 2 (see Chapter 2), empirical studies have revealed that several
factors interact to bring about strategic change in nonprofit organizations. Such factors include
organizational mission, finances, stakeholder interests, organizational attributes, and, notably,
environmental change. Furthermore, scholars have found that nonprofit organizations have
altered their service delivery in response to specific disruptive events. Service delivery changes
have extended to the kinds of services delivered, the clients to whom they are delivered, and the
conditions under which they are delivered. Although disruption has often led to reduced service
output, it has sometimes spawned expansions involving new programs, clients, or geographic
areas. Facing disruption, nonprofit organizations have often found ways to deliver programs and
services more efficiently—for example, through creative uses of labor, technology, or
collaboration with other organizations.
Popular and professional literature published early in the pandemic provided emerging
evidence that the pandemic induced, at least temporarily, many of the same service delivery
changes found to have occurred in past disruptions. However, in contrast with previous events,
the pandemic seemed to precipitate a shift toward online delivery of nonprofit services. Experts
called for organizations to adapt and even undergo transformation, but institutional environments
appeared to hinder the implementation of changes in some cases. Furthermore, certain nonprofit
industries, such as those concerned with cultural heritage or the arts, seemed to have borne more
significant impacts than others, at least in the short term. A summary of emerging evidence in
appears in Figure 3 (see Chapter 2).
Summary of Findings
This section summarizes the study’s findings, with content being organized by research
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question. Insights from the quantitative data set appear first, followed by discussion of nuances
distilled from the qualitative data sets. Where appropriate, discussion refers to relevant literature.
Service Delivery Changes Attributable to the Pandemic
RQ1: Was there a tendency for nonprofit service delivery to change in scope or conditions
during the pandemic?


RQ1A: Did the tendency for service delivery changes that took place during the
pandemic differ based on organizational attributes (age, size, focus, faith-based
identity) or respondent demographics (organizational role, sex)?



RQ1B: Did the tendency for service delivery changes that took place during the
pandemic differ based on organizations’ reported stance toward three theories
(strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism)?

The matrix in Block 2 of the survey inquired as to whether respondents’ organizations
had made 14 service delivery changes because of the pandemic. As shown in the following list,
eight of these changes were made by more than 50% of organizations; mean scores on a 7-point
agreement scale are shown in parentheses:


1. Offering new programs or services (5.12)



2. Delivering programs or services to more clients (4.57)



3. Scaling back programs or services (4.44)



5. Increasing coordination or collaboration with other organizations (4.85)



11. Offering programs or services in new venues (4.51)



12. Delivering programs or services virtually (5.66)



13. Altering services to increase efficiency (5.35)



14. Altering program/service formats to meet client needs (5.67)
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Four other kinds of change were made by at least 25% of organizations. Only two changes failed
to meet the 25% threshold: relying more on volunteer labor (18.3%) and implementing or
increasing fees for services (10.3%). (For further details, see Table 13 in Chapter 4.)
In general, survey findings not only confirmed reports of service delivery changes that
emerged early in the pandemic, but also revealed that the pandemic exerted impacts that
resembled those brought on by previous crises. This study corroborated Alexander’s (2000)
finding that, facing environmental uncertainty, nonprofits should offer new services and expand
existing services to new clients. On the other hand, the study diverged from Alexander (2000)
and concurred with Salamon et al. (2009), who found little evidence of organizations instituting
or increasing fees for services amid the Great Recession.
Assessment of the extent to which organizational attributes were associated with shortterm changes in service delivery yielded meager results. The smallest organizations represented
in the survey, as measured by annual expenditures, had lower Scope and Alignment scores than
certain larger organizations. However, smaller organizations’ apparent failure to alter service
delivery may have reflected the modest scale of their operations rather than a tendency not to
adapt. Faith-based organizations had comparatively high Conditions and Retrenchment scores.
These findings indicated that they made more short-term service delivery changes than their nonfaith-based counterparts, and that they were more likely to change in a reductive direction.
(Interview data suggested no explanation for this difference.) Additionally, organizations in two
NTEE classifications—Arts, Culture, and Humanities and Religion-Related—had higher
Retrenchment scores than those in Human Services. Insights from interviews with leaders from
an arts organization and a local church suggested that community interest in their programs and
services diminished due to the pandemic.
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Respondents’ organizational roles were associated with differences in short-term patterns
of service delivery change. Specifically, board members had lower Conditions and Alignment
scores than did members of other respondent groups—most notably, Service/program staff or
executives. This finding suggests that board members were relatively unaware of the range of
service delivery changes made by their organizations. Whether this unawareness was
problematic or simply a reflection of their big-picture view is debatable; for discussion, see the
section of Chapter 4 labeled “Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings.”
As summarized in Table 15 (see Chapter 4), three questions in Block 3 elicited similar
mean levels of agreement with the three theories featured in the study. However, organizational
congruence with two of the theories, resource dependence and neo-institutionalism, was not
found to be correlated with any of the short-term dependent variables. On the other hand,
congruence with strategic management positively predicted Scope, Conditions, and a
transformed version of Alignment. Organizations that agreed with this view of the environment
were more likely to implement changes in service delivery, at least in the short term.
Nevertheless, effects were small, accounting for 3.2% to 7.2% of variability.
Likely Persistence of Service Delivery Changes Attributable to the Pandemic
RQ2: Are changes in the scope or conditions of nonprofit service delivery expected to
persist?


RQ2A: Do the type and direction of service delivery changes that are expected to
persist differ based on organizational attributes (age, size, focus, faith-based
identity) or respondent demographics (organizational role, sex)?



RQ2B: Do the type and direction of service delivery changes that are expected to
persist differ based on organizations’ reported stance toward three theories
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(strategic management, resource dependence, and neo-institutionalism)?
The matrix in Block 3 of the survey inquired as to whether respondents’ organizations
anticipated retaining 14 service delivery changes made because of the pandemic. As shown in
the following list, five of these changes were expected to be retained by more than 50% of
organizations; mean scores on a 7-point agreement scale are shown in parentheses:


1. Offering new programs or services (4.51)



5. Increasing coordination or collaboration with other organizations (4.83)



12. Delivering programs or services virtually (4.40)



13. Altering services to increase efficiency (4.80)



14. Altering program/service formats to meet client needs (5.10)

Two other kinds of change were anticipated to persist in at least 25% of organizations. The
remaining seven changes failed to meet the 25% threshold. (For further details, see Table 14 in
Chapter 4.) The persistent expansion of interorganizational collaboration observed in this study
is consistent with findings from the Great Recession, as reported by Salamon et al. (2009).
A few years before the pandemic, Never (2016) argued that service location decisions
would be crucial to the nonprofit sector’s future. In view of this prediction, it is significant to
note that “Delivering programs or services virtually” attracted the fifth highest mean score (4.40)
among persistent changes presented in the Block 3 matrix. A sector-wide pivot toward virtual
service delivery is consistent with early pandemic reports (e.g., Daniels et al., 2020; Rhone,
2020), although initial changes in this direction were not universally retained. Whereas 82% of
survey respondents affirmed that their organizations had shifted to virtual delivery in response to
the pandemic (compared to 72% across the U.S. in a 2020 Salesforce.org survey), only 54%
expected this change to persist. Nevertheless, this sort of shift was among one of the pandemic’s
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most notable legacies (e.g., Gardner, 2021; Jaschik, 2021).
Comparing responses to the matrix questions found in Blocks 2 and 3, as visualized in
Figure 6, it becomes clear that many of the adjustments that individual nonprofits made because
of the pandemic were temporary. This general finding confirms forecasts made by early
observers (e.g., Berry et al., 2020; Macmillan, 2020) that some pandemic-induced changes would
not persist. Average scores for four types of change, all of which entailed some sort of service
reduction, dropped by at least two full points from Block 2 to Block 3; decreases are shown in
parentheses:


3. Scaling back (2.55)



6. Reducing hours (2.01)



9. Less volunteer (2.22)



10. Closing sites (2.07)

Given the reversal found for these kinds of change, it seems that the retrenchment reported by
Dupuis (2020) did not persist. This finding is consistent with Stid et al.’s (2014) study of the
impacts of the Great Recession, wherein permanent changes in the direction of retrenchment,
although a reality among some organizations, were not common. Additionally, disruption of
volunteer labor, noted in the professional literature early in the pandemic (Miller, 2020; Sullivan,
2020; Theis, 2020), was not found to be an enduring change.
Inferential statistics applied to the survey data found that obvious organizational
attributes almost no difference in long-term patterns of service delivery change. The smallest
organizations represented in the survey (i.e., those with the lowest annual expenditures) had
lower Persistent Scope, Persistent Conditions, Persistent Opportunity scores than certain larger
organizations. It is difficult to know how to reconcile these findings with those of prior studies.
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Weerawardena and Mort’s (2012) qualitative study found that size, among other organizational
attributes, influenced nonprofits’ strategy choices. Additionally, Mosley et al.’s (2012) study of
organizational responses to an economic downturn found that expenditures positively predicted
various adaptive responses. The earlier studies involved geographic locations, environmental
conditions, and organizational sizes that were very different from those in the study reported
here. Moreover, neither study focused exclusively on service delivery changes. Additionally,
Mosley et al.’s (2012) study specifically targeted Human Services organizations. In the present
study, smaller organizations’ apparent failure to make persistent changes might have reflected
the modest scale of their operations rather than a tendency not to adapt. Nevertheless, the impact
of organizational size on nonprofit service delivery change is worthy of ongoing investigation.
Early observers of the pandemic (e.g., LeVine, 2020; Marsh & Brock, 2020; WelshHuggins, 2020) envisioned a dismal outlook for arts and culture nonprofits. However, this does
not appear to have materialized in the piedmont Virginia region. Arts, Culture, and Humanities
organizations were not found to be significantly different from other NTEE classifications on
any dependent variables describing enduring service delivery changes.
Mosley et al.’s (2012) study noted that “there is very little empirical research available
regarding which organizational characteristics may lead to retrenchment” (p. 287). In this study,
statistical tests found relationships between three organizational attributes (age, NTEE
classification, and faith-based mission/identity) and Retrenchment scores, but such relationships
were not found for Persistent Retrenchment.
Respondents’ organizational roles were associated with differences in persistent patterns
of service delivery change. Specifically, board members had lower Persistent Conditions and
Persistent Opportunity scores than did Executive directors or chief executive officers and
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Service/program staff or executives. This finding suggests that board members were relatively
unaware of the range of long-term service delivery changes made by their organizations. For
further discussion, see the section of Chapter 4 labeled “Integration of Quantitative and
Qualitative Findings.”
Organizational congruence with two of the theories used in the study’s conceptual
framework, resource dependence and neo-institutionalism, was not found to be correlated with
any of the long-term dependent variables. However, congruence with strategic management
positively predicted Persistent Scope, Persistent Conditions, and Persistent Opportunity.
Organizations that agreed with this view of the environment were more likely to implement longterm changes in service delivery. Nevertheless, effects were small, accounting for 3.2% to 5.9%
of variability.
The prompt “Increasing coordination or collaboration with other organizations” elicited
the second highest mean response among the 14 items in the Block 3 matrix (see Table 14 in
Chapter 4). This presumably indicates that, due to the pandemic, the region’s nonprofits were
more apt to rely on and/or lend aid to other organizations. This finding is consistent with what
the U.S. General Accounting Office (2002) found to have occurred in nonprofits’ response to the
9/11 terrorist attacks. It could lead to questions about the merits of resource dependence theory,
which postulates that organizations are inclined to look only after their own interests (Daft,
2013), as an explanation for pandemic-induced behavior. Nevertheless, discarding resource
dependence theory is not a clear implication. Having noted that organizations had a propensity to
coordinate and collaborate, it is critical to consider how and why they did so. At least in some
cases, such action may have been taken in the interest of securing resources, which would be
consistent with resource dependence.
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Qualitative Description of Persistent Service Delivery Changes Arising from the Pandemic
RQ3: How do nonprofit executives in different settings describe enduring service delivery
changes implemented in response to the pandemic?
One of the most prominent themes that emerged from the qualitative phase of the study
was the fact that the pandemic had altered demand for nonprofit programs and services.
Interviewees described a resulting decrease in use of, or participation in, English language
instruction (Organization E), certain health care services (Organization H), and artistic
performances (Organization A). Additionally, paid membership declined (Organization P),
church attendance decreased (Organization R), and programming targeting senior adults met
with little or no response (Organizations P and R).
On the other hand, interviewees described increased demand for food distribution
(Organization HS-2), child care (Organization P), and citizenship programming (Organization
E). Furthermore, four of the seven organizations represented in the qualitative phase had taken,
or were in the process of taking, steps to address rises in mental health needs (Organizations H,
HS-2, P, and R).
Whereas survey responses indicated a widespread shift to virtual service delivery early in
the pandemic, following by a partial rescinding of this shift, interviewees offered context that
helped to explain this process. Some organizations ventured into virtual delivery because it was
their only real avenue for providing services when face-to-face interactions were impossible or
impractical. Forced experimentation with virtual delivery had varying outcomes. Organizations P
and R found it particularly ill-suited to building community. Nevertheless, virtual delivery
earned an ongoing place in some organizations’ service catalog. Such was the case with
telehealth services (Organization H), language learning and citizenship programs (Organization
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E), and arts and cultural programming (Organization A). Generally, interviewees described
virtual services as operating in parallel or combination with in-person services.
New services—not merely virtual substitutes for those previously offered on site—were
reported to have emerged in four organizations (H, HS-1, HS-2, and R). In each case, the
decision to offer the new service involved a recognition of the alignment between environmental
needs and the organization’s capabilities.
Interviewees reported ongoing difficulties in organizing and staffing to meet emerging
demand. Issues not only included securing paid and volunteer staff, but also structuring for
responsive decision-making. For these and other reasons, multiple panelists expressed questions
or concerns about the long-term sustainability of their nonprofits’ finances and operations.
Infection control measures, a matter of high sensitivity during the pandemic, led to
enduring change in a few organizations. Interviewees reported the persistence of requirements to
wear masks in clinical environments (Organization H), more rigorous cleaning practices
(Organizations A and P), and increasing physical distance between service recipients
(Organization P).
Analysis of survey data found few statistically significant connections between
organizational attributes (age, expenditures, NTEE classification, or presence of a faith-based
mission/identity) and various patterns of service delivery change. Information gathered from
interviewees corroborated those findings, suggesting that the pandemic affected organizations in
idiosyncratic ways. Each nonprofit’s service delivery evolved in response to many factors,
including policies set by parent organizations and funders; access to resources, including
finances, physical facilities, technology, and paid and volunteer labor; clients’ needs,
preferences, views, and demographics; the level of competition from other providers; norms that
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emerged within relevant networks of organizations; and actions taken by leaders, including chief
executives, other paid staff, and board members.
Interviewees’ narratives appeared to corroborate prior studies of organizational change
amid disruption. Many leaders represented in the focal organizations exhibited resilience,
creativity, and a commitment to continued learning as they navigated unexpected conditions and
sought to position their nonprofits for ongoing success (Fyffe, 2014; Salamon et al., 2009;
Weerawardena & Mort, 2012). They described how they had personally embraced change and
had led their organizations to formulate effective responses. For example, Organization H
instituted a COVID task force and held regular town hall meetings to ensure that communication
flowed freely. Organization HS-2 ambitiously restructured its food preparation and distribution
operations. Operation A’s board increased the frequency of its meetings, extended its chair’s
term to maintain continuity, and aided its chief executive’s restructuring efforts. All of these
cases arguably reflected what Heifetz and Laurie (1997/2001) referred to as leading from the
balcony. Nevertheless, some interviewees’ descriptions of their boards implied that they were
less engaged and effective than those involved in Fyffe’s (2014) research.
Despite clear evidence of pain induced by the pandemic, multiple interviewees expressed
gratitude for lessons learned and opportunities taken to strengthen operations or implement
innovations. As traumatic as the pandemic may have been, one panelist was already looking
ahead to the next crisis:
The pandemic is a lesson for every nonprofit organization that we need to remember, that
we need to be prepared for something like this at all times. Or be in a position to adapt
and change, have our systems in place, have staffing appropriate so that when there are
crises, … we are prepared for it.
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Qualitative Description of Service Delivery Choices: Theoretical Perspectives
RQ4: How do service delivery choices described by nonprofit executives relate to theories
of organizations and their environments?
The researcher’s analysis found that each interviewee’s statements reflected some level
of congruence with strategic management. Areas of congruence included (a) avoidance of
competition in a crowded space (Organizations A and R); (b) reflection on organizational
capabilities (Organizations HS-2, R, and E); (c) awareness of shifting market conditions
(Organization A); and (d) willingness to adapt to new conditions—if necessary, iteratively until
quality was adequate (almost all organizations). However, not all interviewee statements fit well
with strategic management—notably, nonprofits’ willingness to collaborate with one another
rather than seek to establish sustainable competitive advantage (especially evident in
Organizations E and HS-1).
Congruence with resource dependence theory was evident in five interviewees’
statements. Areas of congruence included (a) awareness of connection between resources—
including revenue, facilities, and paid and volunteer labor—and service delivery (Organizations
A, HS-1, HS-2, and P); (b) self-attestations of frugality (Organizations HS-1 and HS-2); (c)
concern about resource gaps that remained and ultimate sustainability (Organizations A, H, and
P); and (d) reference to resources won over the course of the pandemic (Organizations A, H, HS1, and HS-2). Nevertheless, nonprofits’ stated willingness to collaborate with others
(Organizations E, HS-1, and HS-2), if rooted in altruism, would appear to contradict a tenet of
resource dependence theory.
The researcher found evidence supporting neo-institutional theory in all seven
interviewees’ statements. Areas of support included (a) pre-pandemic acknowledgment of the
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reality of occupying a space within a field (Organizations A, E, HS-1, and P); (b) concern for
acting legitimately vis-à-vis stakeholder groups—parent organizations, nonprofits in the local
area and across the state, government, funders, board members, and community members
receiving services or serving as volunteers (all organizations); and (c) interaction within fields to
develop new norms, including instances of unexpected flexibility from policy-makers
(Organizations A, H, HS-1, HS-2, P, and R). This latter point seems to corroborate Wooten and
Hoffman’s (2017) observation that, in neo-institutional thought, disruption stimulates
engagement within the field to develop new norms that are consistent with the environment.
Indeed, much of the collaboration and coordination reported in the study’s qualitative phase may
have reflected organizations’ efforts to make sense of new conditions within the context of their
field.
Each of the three theories seemed to align strongly with the experience of one or two
organizations. No single theory achieved a high level of congruence with the organizational
responses described by all seven interviewees. Furthermore, each interviewee’s statements fit at
least moderately well with two or even three theories. Interviewees’ general affirmation of all
three theories seems to align with Galaskiewicz and Bielefeld’s (1998) contention that various
theories are useful in explaining organizational change among nonprofits. Nevertheless,
interviewees’ accounts of their organizations’ actions sometimes seemed to bear little relation to
any of the three theories featured here, arising instead from a fundamental commitment to
mission. This observation seems to validate prior research that found that a strong sense of
mission enables a nonprofit organization to innovate, albeit within the constraints of financial
viability (Balan-Vnuk and Balan, 2015; McDonald, 2007).
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Suggestions for Future Action
This section presents suggestions for nonprofit management, policy-making, and
research, all of which are based on the process and outcomes of this study.
Nonprofit Management
The qualitative phase of this study illustrated many of the challenges that nonprofit
leaders in the Virginia piedmont faced as they navigated the pandemic’s evolving conditions.
However, as documented in Chapter 2, the pandemic is hardly the first crisis to disrupt
nonprofits on a local, regional, national, or international level. Accordingly, it is imperative to
equip nonprofit leaders with skills that will help them lead their organizations through future
crises. This has implications for academic programs in nonprofit management as well as for
professional development programs offered by nonprofit networks and (inter)national-level
nonprofits.
Human services nonprofits generally think in terms of handling disaster response as
service providers. Additionally, large nonprofits tend to be vigilant about managing public
relations crises. However, as the pandemic showed, in a short span of time, many of the
assumptions that underlie a nonprofit’s operations can quickly be violated, ushering in
significant disruption. The combined quantitative and qualitative data sets analyzed in this study
suggest the need for nonprofit leaders to gain skills in managing crises proactively and
responsively.
This researcher envisions that a nonprofit leader who is prepared for disruption would be
able to examine the environment using multiple theoretical lenses, understanding, for example,
the interplay between pursuing competitive advantage, securing essential resources, and
maintaining legitimacy within the organization’s field. Effective crisis management requires
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intimate knowledge of an organization’s internal operations as well as familiarity with its
external environment. Tools such as scenario planning and business model innovation are useful
for analysis and should be part of the curriculum. However, they are insufficient unless they are
united with effective leadership, which includes the ability to communicate with diverse
stakeholders and manage ambiguity long enough for the organization to identify courses of
action that fit the emerging situation.
Survey responses showed that collaboration between Central and Southside Virginia
nonprofits increased due to the pandemic. Interviews highlighted the fact that knowledge-sharing
was an important aspect of this collaboration. As seen in the demographics of the study’s survey
respondents (see Table 11), many of the region’s nonprofit organizations are small. Additionally,
many are not affiliated with a parent organization that can assist in scanning the environment. In
this context, cross-sectional nonprofit networks can play a vital role in providing opportunities
for nonprofit leaders to learn and network, increasing the likelihood that they will have the
knowledge and connections to navigate future disruptions. Nonprofit networks should seek to
adopt and communicate the value proposition of preparing their members or participants to lead
well in challenging conditions.
Nonprofit Policy-Making
Four of the interviewees involved in the qualitative phase of the study led organizations
that were affiliated with national or international nonprofits. Such affiliations were not uniformly
advantageous during the pandemic. Policies established at the (inter)national level did not always
scale well to the local level, especially in a small, rural environment. Parent nonprofits would do
well to solicit input from their members and seek to accommodate their needs and concerns—if
necessary, altering policies that place undue burden on smaller affiliates.
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Stid et al. (2014) reported that, due to bureaucratic requirements, nonprofits found it
challenging to obtain government funding during the Great Recession. This study did not
intentionally explore the funding environment that prevailed during the pandemic, but the topic
surfaced from time during the qualitative phase. Interviewees reported a range of experiences
with seeking and using funds. In some cases, funding agencies were unexpectedly flexible,
allowing grants to be used for purposes other than those originally approved or relaxing the
reporting requirements normally expected of funding recipients. Where such flexibility was
observed, it was deeply appreciated, as nonprofit leaders were seeking to address a burdensome
slate of responsibilities amid a crisis. In case of future crises, whether occurring locally or on a
larger geographic scale, funders and government agencies would do well to minimize the
bureaucratic hurdles placed before nonprofit organizations.
Nonprofit Research
There is much to learn about how nonprofits navigated the upheaval that began in the
early months of 2020. Research on the effects of the pandemic will likely continue for a decade
or more. Nevertheless, it is significant to note that, about 30 months past the start of the
pandemic, individual leaders’ ability to remember details of what their organizations experienced
was already diminishing. Opportunities to conduct research that relies on their memories will
tend to fade. Of course, other options are available, including in-depth case studies that employ
other sources of data. A multiple case study approach may be particularly fruitful.
This study targeted organizational leaders that had the capacity to respond to a survey in
the spring of 2022. By definition, those leaders’ organizations were still in existence, thus this
study contributes nothing to collective knowledge of organizational dissolution resulting from
the pandemic. Although the logistics of researching this phenomenon might be challenging, it is
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a subject worthy of exploration.
Behaviors exhibited by nonprofit leaders amid the pandemic constituted a relatively
minor focus of this study. This would also be a fruitful area for research, allowing for a broader
spectrum of participants, including staff at large, more board members, and possibly even clients.
Given this study’s lack of clarity about the roles that board members (should have) played during
the pandemic, further study on this subject is in order. Findings from such research might well
inform future board training, helping to elicit appropriate board engagement while avoiding the
trap of micromanagement.
By definition, the geographic scope of this study was quite limited. If the overall impact
of the pandemic on nonprofit service delivery is to be understood, similar studies need to be
conducted in many locations around the United States and beyond. Only in the context of a
critical mass of such studies will it be possible to understand the extent to which the experience
of Central and Southside Virginia nonprofits mirrors that of organizations located elsewhere,
particularly in larger urban areas.
This study sought to discern whether an organization’s defining attributes, including its
size, were associated with differences in service delivery changes made because of the pandemic.
Analysis generally revealed statistically significant differences between the smallest
organizations (those with annual expenditures of $250,000 or less) and those in larger categories.
As noted earlier in the report, such differences might have resulted primarily from the fact that
smaller organizations tended to have a more limited scale of operations. The fact that the survey
asked respondents to select an expenditures category lowered the burden of responding but
limited analytical precision. Additionally, the fact that only 14.9% of respondents represented
organizations with more than $5,000,000 in annual expenditures may mean that differences

252
between larger organizations were obscured. Ultimately, only a large, precise data set can
establish with certainty whether organizational size truly impacted patterns of service delivery
change.
Finally, this study has added to the many studies that have employed (and, to some
extent, tested the merits of) theories that seek to explain how organizations relate to their
environments. Findings have generally lent some credibility to the claims of strategic
management, resource dependence theory, and neo-institutional theory, although the first of
these, by virtue of its predictive ability, gained the most. In any case, more robust analysis of the
pandemic’s impacts on nonprofit service delivery through theoretical lenses is in order.
Expanding the instrument to incorporate a series of statements for each theory would constitute a
methodological improvement in future studies.
Conclusion
This chapter has summarized key findings for each of the study’s four research questions.
Where possible, these findings have been presented as corroborating or conflicting with
theoretical views, the results of empirical research, and/or evidence that emerged toward the
beginning of the pandemic. Based on these findings, the researcher has offered suggestions for
nonprofit management, policy-making, and research.
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APPENDIX A
INITIAL SURVEY INVITATION SENT TO NONPROFIT LEADER ADDRESSES
Subject: Request for a small favor
Hello, {FirstName}.
My name is Greg Smith. I’ve worked and volunteered in the nonprofit sector for more than 25
years. I’m also a doctoral student at the University of Lynchburg. It’s my understanding that
you’re an administrative leader or board member of a nonprofit organization, so I’m
writing to ask a small favor.
For my doctoral dissertation, I’m researching how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected
nonprofit service delivery in Central and Southside Virginia. Will you help me by completing
an anonymous survey about your organization’s experience? Based on responses received so
far, I estimate that you can complete the survey in about 7 minutes.
If you choose to respond, you’ll have the chance to enter a drawing for prizes that include a $150
gift card. You’ll also be able to request a summary of survey results. Most importantly, you’ll
contribute to the discovery of important insights about trends in the nonprofit sector. Thanks for
considering this request.
Sincerely yours,
Gregory A. Smith
Candidate, Doctor of Education (Leadership Studies)
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APPENDIX B
REMINDER SURVEY INVITATION SENT TO NONPROFIT LEADER ADDRESSES
Subject: Re: Request for a small favor
Hello, {FirstName}. I reached out to you about a nonprofit sector survey about a week ago. In
brief, I aim to discover how nonprofit services in the region have evolved as a result of the
pandemic. I’d be pleased to have your organization represented in the study.
If you’ve already completed the survey, thank you! If you haven’t done so, it’s not too late. I
project that it will remain open through June 22. Most respondents have completed it in about 7
minutes.
Click here to access the survey
Gregory A. Smith
Candidate, Doctor of Education (Leadership Studies)
University of Lynchburg
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APPENDIX C
SURVEY INVITATION SENT TO NONPROFIT ORGANIZATION ADDRESSES
Subject: Request for a small favor
My name is Greg Smith. I’ve worked and volunteered in the nonprofit sector for more than 25
years. I’m also a doctoral student at the University of Lynchburg. I’m writing to ask a small
favor of your nonprofit organization.
For my doctoral dissertation, I’m researching how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected
nonprofit service delivery in Central and Southside Virginia. Will you help me by asking one or
more of your organization’s leaders to complete an anonymous survey about your
organization’s experience? Based on responses received so far, it will likely take about 7
minutes for them to do so.
Respondents will have the chance to enter a drawing for prizes that include a $150 gift card.
They’ll also be able to request a summary of survey results. Most importantly, they’ll contribute
to the discovery of important insights about trends in the nonprofit sector. Thanks for
considering this request.
Sincerely yours,
Gregory A. Smith
Candidate, Doctor of Education (Leadership Studies)
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APPENDIX D
INITIAL SURVEY INVITATION SENT TO CHURCH LEADER ADDRESSES
Subject: Request for a small favor
Hello, {FirstName}.
My name is Greg Smith. I’m a doctoral student at the University of Lynchburg and an active
member of a local church. It’s my understanding that you’re a church leader, so I’m writing to
ask a small favor.
For my doctoral dissertation, I’m researching how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected
nonprofit service delivery in Central and Southside Virginia. Most research on nonprofits tends
not to consider local churches—an omission that I’d like to avoid. Will you help me by
completing an anonymous survey about your congregation’s experience? Based on responses
received so far, I estimate that you can complete the survey in about 7 minutes.
If you choose to respond, you’ll have the chance to enter a drawing for prizes that include a $150
gift card. You’ll also be able to request a summary of survey results. Most importantly, you’ll
contribute to the discovery of important insights about trends in the nonprofit sector. Thanks for
considering this request.
Sincerely yours,
Gregory A. Smith
Candidate, Doctor of Education (Leadership Studies)
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APPENDIX E
REMINDER SURVEY INVITATION SENT TO CHURCH LEADER ADDRESSES
Subject: Re: Request for a small favor
Hello, {FirstName}. I reached out to you about a nonprofit sector survey about a week ago. In
brief, I aim to discover how nonprofit services in the region—including church ministries—have
evolved as a result of the pandemic. I’d be pleased to have your church represented in the study.
If you’ve already completed the survey, thank you! If you haven’t done so, it’s not too late. I
project that it will remain open through June 22. Most respondents have completed it in about 7
minutes.
Click here to access the survey
Gregory A. Smith
Candidate, Doctor of Education (Leadership Studies)
University of Lynchburg
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APPENDIX F
SURVEY INVITATION SENT TO CHURCH ADDRESSES
Subject: Request for a small favor
My name is Greg Smith. I’m a doctoral student at the University of Lynchburg. For my doctoral
dissertation, I’m researching how the COVID-19 pandemic has affected nonprofit service
delivery in Central and Southside Virginia.
Most research on nonprofits tends not to consider local churches. As an active church member,
I’d like to avoid that omission. Will you help me by asking one of your congregation’s leaders
to complete an anonymous survey about your church’s experience? Based on responses
received so far, it will likely take about 7 minutes for them to do so.
Respondents will have the chance to enter a drawing for prizes that include a $150 gift card.
They’ll also be able to request a summary of survey results. Most importantly, they’ll contribute
to the discovery of important insights about trends in the nonprofit sector. Thanks for
considering this request.
Sincerely yours,
Gregory A. Smith
Candidate, Doctor of Education (Leadership Studies)
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APPENDIX G
SURVEY INSTRUMENT
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APPENDIX H
EMAIL COLLECTOR
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APPENDIX I
INTERVIEW GUIDE
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APPENDIX J
INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM
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